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Take Flight on Golden Wings 


by Terra Argentum 


Summary 


Before Alatus served Rex Lapis....He served another: 


Freed from his chains Alatus finds himself in the Guili Assembly under the watchful eyes 
of two Gods and their faithful retainers. 


All is not always well for a bloodhound of slaughter. Forced to live amongst the people, he 
is pushed to a journey of healing and self rediscovery as he becomes once more an adeptus 
revered. 


Notes 


I honestly don't know with this. Enjoy it I suppose. 


Also!: This is me! https://www.hoyolab.com/accountCenter/postList?id= 100669248 


Chapter 1 


Take Flight on Golden Wings 


The God of dreams was... a greedy one. Manipulative in her ways of dominion. She raised an army 
of great beings, ruled over their lives with a grip of fear and misery. Stole away their names and 
their livelihoods. Stole away their hopes, their dreams and their salvations. She razed villages to 
ashes and built a kingdom of corruption. 


Her most prized follower was a boy of great power. Though slight, he carried a power within him 
that even Gods trembled before. His crystalline polearm stained red with the lives of those he cut 
short. Tainted with the malevolence of slaughter and karmic debt. His porcelain skin painted a 
ruddy brown of dried gore, and golden eyes turned copper, as the soul within him perished under 
his Gods tyranny. 


This boy was an adeptus, surely once upon a time he was a marvel to look upon. To bow to in 
reverence, and love. Now he is nothing more than a wraith, his name contracted to a God who he 
does not love, and who does not love in return. He was young —younger- than he is right now when 
he met the God. When his naivety was taken advantage of, and the great wings upon his back were 
clipped. 


And the story began like this: 
“Hello little one,” The God said upon crossing paths with the young adeptus. 


“Hello,” The boy replied in turn. His eyes shining brilliant, and his visage open in childlike wonder 
and trust. 


“What would someone so young be out so late for?” 
“T’m keeping them safe,” Replied the boy, his gaze falling upon the sleeping village before him. 


The huts were made of straw and mud, and a rudimentary pathway ran through the village square, 
ran down over many years of wagon wheels and hurried feet. 


“On such a peaceful night as this? What ever would they need protection from?” 


The God smiled down at the small boy. Her facade was well practiced. Seeming nothing more 
than a gentle woman. She was slight in body, but vicious in mind and heart. She did not chance 
upon this adeptus, no, she knew of him, and his gifts. She wanted nothing more than to raise him. 
Create herself the perfect weapon to tear apart the other Gods vying for a seat upon Celestia. She 
would carve a path of bloodlust and rage, and sit upon a throne of corpses if it would guarantee her 
spot as an Archon. A ruler of Teyvat. 


“T’m keeping the nightmares away,” Replied the boy, a bamboo flute was clutched tightly in his 
hands, he chanced a small smile at the God before turning back to the slumbering village. 


“My, what a valiant task. Do you love this village dearly?” The God sat on the ground beside the 
boy, 


“Yes, ma’am” replied the boy, as he fiddled with the flute. 


“T bet one as sweet as you has many friends then. A nice place to call home with a village that 
adores you so”. 


The boy was silent beside her, he chewed on his bottom lip, before giving one mournful shake of 
his head, dark stained hair tinted with streaks of teal, shifted lazily around his full cheeks. 


“No?” 
“No, Ma’am,” The boy replied in turn. 


“Azlin,” The boy made a hum of confusion, his eyes glancing towards the Gods faces, his lips 
turned down in uncertainty. “My name, young one.” Replied she, her voice coated with honey. 


“Tt’s very nice to meet you ma’am,” replied the boy. 

“Do you not have friends in this village?” 

“No ma’am, I don’t speak with them” 

“Azlin,” The God reminded him gently. 

“Lady Azlin”. 

“How do you stave off the nightmares sweet one?” 

“T eat them”. Replied the boy. 

“Do you like them?” 

“No, they are awfully cold and bitter, but this is my job, so I will keep them safe”. 
“Do you eat dreams as well?” 

“That is not allowed Lady Azlin”. 

“Surely, they must taste better. If nightmares are bitter... dreams, then must be sweet”. 
“Tt is not allowed Lady Azlin,” The boy was adamant in his refusal. 


“Are you not curious?” 
“Tt... It is not allowed Lady Azlin” 


“T have dominion over dreams young one, did you know that?” 
“No, Lady Azlin’”. 


“Would you like to try a dream sweet one?” 


“..Not allowed”. The boy whispered, his head bowed to his chest, a curtain of black hiding his 
face from the God. 


“If there was no consequence. Would you be curious? Would you satiate that curiosity?” 
“T. . me 


“You can try them young one. My realm of protection will keep you safe, all I need is the name of 
whom I should be protecting”’. 


“All you need...is my name?” 
“Yes, young one, something as simple as your name. How should I call you?” 
“Alatus...ma’am”’ 


How easy it was, to catch someone so young. Unbeknownst to Alatus, he signed away his name to 
the greed ridden God, and shackled himself in metaphoric chains, that tied him to his Gods beck 
and call. 


“Eat them all, young Alatus. This village sits advantageous and it will be mine to have”. 


A sickness welled up in his thin chest, and compelled was he to consume. To eat, to devour and 
gorge himself upon the dreams of the villagers. And Gorge himself he did, the bamboo flute 
tumbling to the ground as he set off towards the village, the wind carrying him forward with ease. 
The dreams were cold, and sweet. Light as they slithered down his throat. Coating him in an 
addiction that for years upon years will tear at his being. 


He ate, until he felt as if he would vomit, and his stomach would burst open. Ate the dreams until 
there was nothing but a village full of empty husks. Breathing husks of people no longer able to do 
anything more than breath and blink. No ambition to shine in their eyes, no love to swell in their 
hearts. 


They are living corpses and nothing more. 


When the task had been fulfilled Alatus dropped to the floor, vomiting into the grass below him. 
Nothing but water spilled from his mouth, and his chest heaved, his stomach clenched in agony. 
Those metaphorical chains loosened around him, but leave they did not. 


“Good boy Alatus. You have done so wonderfully”. 
“Why?” He cried out; his voice broken. 


“You should be careful to those you entrust your name too”. 


A few centuries later is when our story truly takes place. Sat upon a dirt and blood worn floor was 
Alatus, his great wings dragging down behind him. They used to be greater, grandeur, splendorous 
in their vision. They once were a magnificent teal so dark in shone almost black in nature, and each 
feather lined beautifully in gold. The feathers seeming to shimmer in the sunlight and glowed 
wonderfully under the moon. He still had down feathers then, downy grey poking out beneath the 
feathers, a testament to his youth. 


Now however, they do not shine in the sunlight, barely is Alatus permitted out in the mornings. 
And even still there is barely anything left to gleam in the moonbeams. His great wings consist 
primarily of that baby down that clung consistently to the skeletal frame of his wings, matted from 
failed molts and dried carnage, and any feathers that remained were bent and bloodied, half 
cracked pins pricked painfully in his skin. These were not wings fit for flying. They are damaged, 
and scarred and sit heavy on his back. 


But they are comforting. A reminder that he once was free, and that maybe one day he will be free 
again. He dares not reveal his wings to his mistress. She dislikes it greatly that he can take to the 
skies. Or, that he could at one point as it were. She on several occasions tried to tear the wings 
from his back, and it left him quaking on the floor before her feet, back bloodied and bruised where 


she gouged at his shoulder blades. 
“Alatus!” 


The boys head shot up, his wings shimmering out of sight behind him. He stood quickly, the 
metaphorical chains pulling him to his feet and the real chains rattled and scrapped along the floor. 


He bowed in cowed reverence to his Mistress, his bones shivering under translucent skin. 


“T have a job for you sweet one’, Her voice was thick, full of fake sweetness that tasted bitter in his 
throat. 


“Yes, Mistress” Replied Alatus. His head shifting closer to his chest. 


“There is a village some ways south, they are situated along an ore vein, we will need access to 
ensure my men have a steady supply of weaponry”. She stroked her thumb beneath Alatus’ eye and 
lifting his face harshly upwards. “We need this in order for us to rein victorious, you want what's 
best for me don’t you sweet one?” 


“Yes mistress,” Came the solemn reply of Alatus. In truth, he would rather her fall, for her to suffer 
at the hands of someone stronger, better than she. Wanted nothing more than to fall alongside her. 
For all the torment to fall silent, and for those who he has wronged so terribly to finally find rest in 
his death. 


“Go, you are to return at sundown no later”. She said turning away from him, the metal around his 
ankles falling away from him, cold air rushing to the raw and abused skin. “Slaughter those who 
show you resistance, and devour the dreams of those who dare to stand against me.” 


Alatus left the stone room quickly, the will of his mistress moving him forward in a call impossible 
to resist, and resist he has tried. The stars blinked brightly overhead, and Alatus wanted nothing 
more than to bask in in the starlight, gleam under the soft moon. Wanted to feel the mischievous 
wind caress across sore skin and be healed with its liberty. 


That’s not to say he hasn’t felt the wind, in actuality he felt it strongly, urgently pulling against him. 
Pushing him away as his body burst forward. Almost begging him to stop, to cease the endless 
battles, and hurt. Almost as if the wind felt betrayed by his actions. Wondering desperately where 
the little bird who soared upon the currents has gone. Lamenting the hatchling who chased 
butterflies; the one that turned into nothing more than a bloodhound that worked only for his next 
meal. 


‘Tam so sorry’ Alatus would whisper for the wind to hear. 


The village came into view faster than Alatus would have liked. He stood on the cliff overlooking 
the tiny mining village, watched as mortals milled around a cooking pot situated in the center of 
the village. Listened to the idle chatter that hummed around him, observed the children chasing 
each other around, weaving in between the legs of adults, their voices shrieking in glee and 
unbridled joy. 


How cruel, thought Alatus that someone such as he were to exist. 


The chains of his fate constricted tightly around him, and he found himself calling forth his 
polearm. The once beautiful blade dirtied after years of wear and tear yet the blade still sharp and 
unforgiving. Alatus’ legs stiffened at the knee before he launched himself high into the air, and 
plunged to the earth below him. The backlash of his descent produced a shower of blood in its 
wake. 


The screams were immediate. People scattered around him. Mothers grabbing their children and 
fleeing in terror. Men grabbed the nearest weapon, a desperate attempt to defend. Alatus moved 
quickly, his blade severing anything that fell in its path. Dying screams and the gurgle of blood 
echoing in his ears. A cacophony of desperation and pain. Men, women, and elderly all fell to the 
might of his blade, even children were not spared in his mistress's attempt at domination. 


People darted to the tree lines, threw themselves off cliff sides, and ran through river banks in a 
fleeting attempt to expand their lives even a moment longer. Some of them, those few lucky —or 
unlucky- that managed to escape the bloodhound of Azlin would live in fear for the rest of their 
days, wondering just when another attack would come. Spend their days looking to the clouds, in 
preparation of a spear that spared none. 


Those that lay bleeding at Alatus’ feet would feed his temptations. Dreams wispy and silver would 
cool him lips and wet his appetite. The soft and luxurious nicety made him sick in a way that was 
nauseating in mind and heart. The taste heavenly on his tongue yet sour on his stomach. Would 
give him a glimpse of a false happiness not his own, but one he has stolen. A joy and a burden so 
heavy it crumpled his shoulders with their weight. 


The dreamless lay dying, breathing through blood clotted lips, and rattling rib cages. 


The carnage was devastating, and Alatus could do nothing more than stand in the middle of it, his 
breath ragged, and his heart heavy. Wounds bled sluggishly on his skin, nicks and cuts from stray 
blade and arrows in the villagers’ valiant attempt at retribution. His shoulders trembled, and he 
released his weapon, watching idly as it shimmered away. 


“T’m sorry,” He croaked, his voiced ghosting across the silence. His shoulders shook, and try as he 
might, he could not find it in himself to produce a tear even in this immense sadness. 


‘Back before sundown’ his mistress has said. Alatus fled the scene quickly, finding himself in the 
frigid mountain of Mondstat. The cold sunk into his bones and soothed the broken skin. He 
shuddered, the white of the snow pulled the red from his skin and turned scarlet for its efforts. His 
stomach clenched painfully, and the sweetness of the dreams sat bitter on his tongue. He shoveled 
the snow in his mouth, desperate to rid himself from the luxurious tang. He consumed the frozen 
confection until he felt frigid bile climb up his throat and he collapsed to his side. 


‘T just want to stay right here’ thought Alatus, wanted to decompose on this iced over soil, and 
never again raise his blade against an innocent. He closed his eyes gently in a false sleep and let 
the world move around him. For a few moments, just a fleeting instant he can pretend that he is but 
a small child once more, dancing with the wind in an open valley. There are no screams, only song, 
and the flowers are the ones that bend beneath his feet, not bodies. For a fleeting moment he is 
Alatus, a child of the wind, and not the bloodhound of Azlin. 


For just a moment he is at peace. Just for a moment he is still. 


Moments, however do not last forever, and soon enough the sun began to dip in the horizon. Those 
chains of servitude choked around him, and Alatus dragged himself to time worn feet. The trip 
back to his mistress's domain seemed too short and soon enough he was hidden away from the 
stars, and chained back up in his stone walled room, the Lady Azlin purring in glee before him. 


“You have done so wonderfully sweet one,” She stroked her hand through blood matted hair, and 
ticked her lips up in the cruel imitation of a smile. “You serve so wonderfully”. 


Alatus said nothing, his eyes downcast and trying desperately to choke back the sobs that 
threatened to bubble forth. 


“We'll let the village be for a moment, make sure there are no fools brave enough to step upon its 
soil. After that we shall claim the territory,” 


Alatus looked up in a confusion. Wait? When had Lady Azlin ever waited to claim her victory. 
Acid bubbled in Alatus’ throat and he swallowed it back down in trepidation. 


“You have just slaughtered a village very close to the territory of another God, sweet one. Best to 
keep our distance for now.” She tapped his nose with the tip of her well-manicured finger, the skin 
soft and unblemished. “Sweet dreams Alatus”. 


It would appear, that the God whose territory that Alatus encroached upon, was not the forgiving 
sort. A talk of an upcoming battle spread through Azlin's domain like fire. Sparking apprehension 
in those who serve under her. The whisperings of those who do not wish to lose their lives in the 
servitude of a God they despise. The mortals that stake claim in the confines of her kingdom, are 
plucked from the streets and outfitted in worn down weaponry and bent armor. They are to “fight 
for their right of coexistence with the esteemed God of Dreams’. Their God grew agitated, and 
defensive. Striking down anyone who caused her even the slightest irritation, or questioned her 
methods. Fed their dreams to her loyal hound, and hung their bodies in the square as a reminder in 
just whose kingdom it was that they live in. 


Days passed quickly, and blurred together with Alatus chained down in the stone room, and had 
nothing to keep him company but his ever-loud thoughts and karmic burn. It felt like eons before 
Lady Azlin stood before him once more, her face contorted into a frown. It was uncommon on her 
face, yet seemed to fit more than her acidic smiles. 


“Come”. The chains fell from his legs and Alatus followed without question. 


The two arrived at the throne room. Azlin's throne was made of strong silver and peppered with 

the glow of cor lapis. Wisps floated lazily around the seat, shifting and drifting around her as she 
sat. Alatus hesitated in the doorway for a moment, before coming to kneel before his mistress’s 
feet, his hands clasped fists around his knees, and bent his head to the floor. Lady Azlin stroked her 
hand down his back, in a lazy manner as she leaned back in her throne, the picture of calm and 
serenity. 


“Let him in”. Alatus tensed beneath her hand, and Lady Azlin straightened slightly in her seat, a 
smile full of too many teeth sat idly on her cheeks. 


A tall man walked confidently in the room, the power he exuded was astronomical, and the two 

people behind him were nothing to laugh about either. There was a tall man, scarred and shirtless. 
There were purple tattoos that curled around his...four(?) arms. Beside him was a woman slight in 
appearance but not in power. Her hair danced around her like flame, skin a beautiful burnt copper. 


“Lord Morax, a pleasure truly to be in your presence”’. 


‘The warrior God’ Thought Alatus, he flinched beneath his Gods hand and huddled closer the 
floor. 


“Tf only it were,” His voice was strong, and demanded attention and respect. It echoed through the 
hall and reverberated off the stone as if to swallow its occupants in its glory. 


“Oh?” Azlin sat straight in her seat at last, removing her hand from her dogs back. She tossed her 
dark hair behind her and tilted her head to the side. “Have I done something to anger you?” 


“The village that boarders my territory was wiped out a few moons ago. Tales of the survivors 
mention a young man that rained down from the skies”. 


Azlin tensed behind him and nudged at Alatus’ side with her sharp heeled foot at the mention of 
survivors. 


“Ah, yes. My boy here was told to find a location rich in ore. I apologize on his most grave error. 
You nor the Lady Guizhong have anything to fear. We dare not to over step your territory”. She 
said, stroking along Alatus’s back once more. “I will be sure to keep him on a shorter leash’’. 


Morax’s lip ticked downward for a moment before motioning to the woman behind him. He 
whispered something quietly to her, and then turned his attention back to Lady Azlin. 


“Do you take me a fool Lady Azlin?” 


“T would never besmirch the God of contracts in such a grievous way. I know of your prowess. Of 
yourself and the Lady Guizhongs’ intelligence. I know the might of your adepti and the might of 
the assembly. It was an error on his part and for that I offer my most sincere apologies” 


“T see,” Morax’s chest rumbled in a deep unpleasant drone, he took a step closer. “And 
your...adeptus shares in your grievances I am to assume?” 


“Why, most definitely. Apologize now pet. If one does wrong, they should admit to their 
misdeeds,” She nudged at him once more, her heels digging into abused skin. “He is still quite 
young, forgive him Honorable Morax, he is still learning. I had rescued him you see, from a most 
devastating environment”. Morax rumbled in response, his eyes turned down to the prostrating 
adeptus. 


“Me apologizes Honorable Morax. This one did not know the errors of his ways. I will be more 
careful in the fulfillment of one's orders,” Alatus willed his voice steady, the sound grating over 
abused vocal cords and parched throat. He bowed lower, forehead pressing heavy in the stone 
below him. 


Morax said nothing for a long moment, and the room grew heavy in trepidation. Lady Azlin shifted 
in her seat, a deep sigh fell heavy from her nose, as she leveled her gaze on the God before her and 
the two that stood behind him. Lady Azlin though greedy and vile was not foolish. She knew of the 
army that stood at the edge of her domain, awaiting the orders to attack. She had prepared for it, 
expected it, but for Morax to request an audience has shaken her planning and forced a hand she 
was unsure how to play appropriately. She knew that should she mess this up, should she meet the 
might of the Guili Assembly everything she had worked for and everything she strived to be would 
crash down around her. 


“And the other villages that met the same fate. Those were accidents as well?” Morax said, he 
clasped his hands behind his back, his manners aloof and unbothered despite the situation. 


“T was not aware those were part of your territories Morax. Perhaps I was mistaken. We are in a 
war are we not?” 


He chucked and tipped his head in a short bow in her direction. 


“Tt would appear that we are lady Azlin. However, those territories belonged to other Gods as well. 
Gods that fell by your hand,” 


“Not my hand Lord Morax, but by the hands of my most loyal followers”. 


“You do not deny then, that you are known for the total dominion of other territories?” 


“T have stated as such, that a war is brewing in the lands of Teyvat. If I do not build my defense, 
how should one expect to keep safe in times as trifling as these?” 


“Mm, an excellent point my Lady”, He took another step forward. “Then why, would one as 
prosperous as you not take control of the defeated territory immediately?” 


“Out of respect for you Lord Morax. Surely, I would not want to make one such as yourself or your 
people nervous or fearful of a God too close to your domain”. 
“So, the territory was taken intentionally then?” 


“Ah...no Lord Morax of course not,” Azlin faltered in her seat, words tumbling from her lips. 
Alatus tensed further beside her, “I only meant, despite the most egregious act that was brought 
about by my own short comings, I would not let the land go stagnant, and instead give my people 
more room to expand. To turn something good out of tragedy”. 


“A most noble cause on your part then”. He raised a brow and stared and the Lady Azlin with a 
stare that seemed to look right through her. “Why then, Lady Azlin, did you wait for me to come to 
you? Surely in the face of misunderstanding one would apologize for any misdeeds. A lesson you 
are trying to teach your young adeptus is it not? What better way to teach than to show? I would 
have felt far less threatened if you were to seek an audience yourself”. 


“T feared for him Morax, nothing more”. 


“You feared for him? Or did you fear for yourself Lady Azlin?” Morax summoned a polearm and 
held it lofty in his grip, The female behind him phasing out of existences in a flash of red and 
yellows. “Unfortunately for you Lady Azlin, I owe a duty to protect my people. I am afraid your 
tyranny ends here” 


Azlin leapt quickly from her throne and summoned her catalyst quick to her hand, lighting sparking 
out to block Morax’s blow. The foundations crackled and shook around them. 


“Protect your God!” Azlin shouted. The sound of battle rose beyond the castle walls, and Alatus 
was forced to his feet in his mistress’s demand. His bloodied polearm felt heavy in his grip as he 
launched himself at Morax, meeting him blow for blow as his mistress retreated further, shooting 
off sparks of pure elemental energy towards the opposing God. 


Alatus’ arms shook at each impact, and he grit his teeth against the onslaught. He looked vicious 
with his teeth bared, truly like the dog that he is claimed to be, blood dried and flaked around his 
face and gore matted in long hair. His clothing was torn and stained, and a green tattoo glowed 
viciously on his arm. 


Morax intercepted the swing of Alatus’ blade, and wrenched the polearm from his grip before 
shoving him away towards the towering man with four arms. Alatus dodged beneath a wide swing, 
and was blown sideways from another arm coming quickly behind him. The fist engulfed in an 
electric current caused his hair to stand on end and his insides to quiver. The man was massive, and 
the electricity he wielded did not bode well for Alatus. He rolled back to a crouch position and 
summoned his weapon once more. 


Glancing back to his mistress found her locked in combat with the warrior God. She was quick on 
her feet, avoiding blows and sending out lighting at every chance. His lady was not made for 
combat. Never once has she raised a hand in conflict, always was it Alatus and others who dealt the 
blows for her. She was just manipulative, quick of tongue, but she would surely fall here, if she 


continued to fight unaided . 


Alatus almost smiled in glee. Finally, a freedom of eternity, he could almost taste it. However as 
long as she lived, he would obey, and he found himself once more running in the direction of 
Morax. 


An arrow clipped his ear and electricity buzzed unpleasantly though his bones. The man 
dematerialized his bow, and swung his fists once more towards the young adeptus, forcing him 
back further from the fight of his mistress. 


“Your battle lies with me, bloodhound of Azlin,” His voice was deep and shook Alatus to the core. 
Fear danced in his throat as he dodged backwards away from the older adeptus. 


Alatus swung out towards him, slicing at skin when the man made no attempt to dodge, he instead 
took the hit to one on the arms extending from his back, and pushed himself into Alatus personal 
space. The four-armed man grabbed the Back of Alatus neck and slammed him harshly to the 
ground. The stone shook and cracked beneath him from the force of the blow. Stunned, Alatus was 
almost too late to roll away from the next blow. He moved aside at the last moment, a fist meeting 
where his head lay only seconds prior. 


“Fast one, aren’t you?” Alatus snarled at the man, and dashed forward quickly, his steps guided by 
the wind. His polearm met skin, and blood sprayed, coating the floor, and Alatus’ face. 


There was no time for laxness as fire erupted on Alatus’ side. Quite literally it would appear, as the 
female adeptus reemerged in the throne room. A catalyst of flame dancing on her palms. His eyes 
darted towards his mistress once more, she was backed in to the corner and he saw the desperation 
in her eyes. The metaphoric chains tightened and compelled him to her side. 


Again, were his efforts blocked. An electric filled blow to his head forced him to the side, and he 
staggered to gain his footing. His flesh burned and crackled uncomfortably with electro energy. 
Blood seeped steadily into his eye and his weapon shook in his grasp. Right, take out the enemy 
before him. There will be no more distractions. He flash-stepped closer to the behemoth of a man, 
only to be blown back into the unforgiving stone of the castle walls. Alatus dropped heavy to the 
ground. 


The pyro user sat at a distance; her eyes trained solely on him. Not once did the two older adepti 
glance in the direction of their God. Right, pyro and electro cause large power outburst when they 
collide. Their involvement was well thought out it would seem. As an anemo user, he was at a 
disadvantage, any reactions he creates while hurting the enemy are more than likely to hurt him as 
well. He pulled himself to his feet, stumbling once and leaning his weight upon the staff that stuck 
harshly in the ground. He wrenched it free and dashed forward gathering the wind around him, he 
launched himself in the air, and plunged harshly to the ground. He staggered when he landed, and 
as predicted, the fire from the pyro user burned at his skin when it swirled around him, however it 
did the job of pushing the two further away from him. 


He swung his weapon around and crouched into the defensive. He charged the larger man, and as 
he raised his arms into a block, Alatus changed direction heading for the fire woman, his blade cut 
cleanly through the muscle of her calf and she dropped quickly, unexpecting of the sudden change. 
She threw out a blast towards Alatus’ face as her back hit the ground. 


“Indarias!” The man yelled, shooting an arrow of lighting in Alatus’ direction. The two elements 
collided and Alatus once more found himself rolling harshly across the ground. He trembled as he 
stood once more. The chains of his master choked into him harshly and Alatus gagged. 


The woman was back on her feet albeit leaning heavily to one side. The two advanced on him, 
backed Alatus further towards the wall. 


“You and your God shall no longer rein havoc upon the common folk”, Said the man, and Alatus 
choked back a hiccupping sob. 


‘Please I don’t want this! He wanted to cry, but stubbornly his lips remained shut. 
“Pet! To my side!” His mistress shrieked out as Morax stalked his way towards her. Her catalyst 
lay shattered on the floor, residual lighting still crackling along the stone. 


“You will not pass us,” The female —Indarias- said, raising her weapon higher. The man balled up 
all four fists, and electro energy crackled around him. 


“TO MY SIDE!” 


The chains burned into alatus’ skin and he gasped stumbling forward, the two stepped back away 
from him. Green energy swirled around Alatus and he teleported from their side, and straight to the 
aid of his mistress. 


When he reappeared, he was met immediately by Morax’s blade. It sunk harshly into his side, 
cutting smoothly into thin flesh, Blood splattered to the floor and Alatus coughed, spraying the 
white of Morax’s robes a morbid red. Morax furrowed his brow, but made no effort to remove his 
spear from Alatus’ side. Instead, he reached harshly past the young adeptus’ head, and wrapped 
long fingers around the throat of his mistress, who was not fast enough to break away. 


Her face was bruised and broken in on the left where her cheek bone had shattered. She breathed 
ragged and spit at Morax’s face, blobs of saliva ran from his cheek, and a few drops of blood 
coated spittle landed at Alatus’ temple. 


“You will never bother the assembly again Lady Azlin. Nor will you gain a seat upon Celestia”. 


Power emitted from Morax, the golden lines on his arms glowed brightly in the dust covered 
throne room, and Alatus shivered at the proximity. He began to slip to his knees, the blade still 
buried in his side pulled harshly, and Morax let go of the hilt, watching with a morbid curiosity as 
it fell with the young boy. Behind him Lady Azlin began to turn to stone, she thrashed and 
struggled, screaming against the hand that held her so completely in place. 


“T will not die here! I will be a plague upon this earth!” She shrieked as the stone encased her 
completely. It was silent apart from Alatus ragged breathing, his head resting against Morax’s foot, 
blood dripping from his lips. 


Morax squeezed his hand once more and the form of Lady Azlin crumpled to the floor, dust 
covering the shivering form of her most loyal pet. The boy let out a ragged painful breath as the 
metaphoric chains dissolved around him, and Alatus would have sobbed in relief if he wasn’t so 
busy choking on his life. 


“Please...” He hacked out, the word broken and painful. “Please....” He begged again. 
Morax shifted his foot away and Alatus felt his head thump painfully to the stone below him. 


The God kneeled next to the fallen boy, but said nothing, sharp, cor lapis eyes observing the one 
before him, and nothing more. 


“Please....” Alatus said again. 


“What do you beg for?” 


Alatus’ dull eyes tracked across Morax’s frame. The God was tall and slender, but muscles were 
corded along his body, his arms were black in comparison to his fair visage, with thrumming gold 
lines running the length of them. His eyes were sharp, lined elegantly in red, his hair long and dark 
it reaching the middle of his back, and the tips were painted in copper. The most magnificent thing 
however, were the two horns curled out from his head; hey glowed faintly in this dusty abode. 


“Please......”” Alatus whispered once more. Morax reached his hand towards the boy's face, and 
Alatus could not stop the flinch that jerked through his frame. He hissed and cough around the 
blade dislodged in his side from the sudden movement. 


The hand stilled before pulling away completely. Morax tilted his head to the side, as the two older 
adepti walked up behind their master. 


“What is your name?” 


Alatus jerked once more, curling his body tightly not caring anymore for the blade tearing his 
flesh. 


‘You should be careful to those you entrust your name too’ The acidic voice of his mistress dancing 
painfully in his mind. Alatus clenched his eyes shut around the memory. 


“Please......”” He tried once more. Not sure why his desire was so hard to bring to light. 


‘Please kill me’. Is what he wants to say. Wants to scream, to cry, to find salvation after centuries 
of pain he wants to rest dammit, why was this so hard!? 


“Please......” The edges of Alatus vision began to fade, and Morax reached his hand out once more. 
Alatus didn’t have the power to move away, and felt his hand settle on matted hair. 


“Why did you serve her?” He spoke again. 


“Please....” Alatus huffed and closed his eyes around the dizziness. Morax hummed above him, the 
tone inquisitive in nature, inquisitive and ... a little sad. 


“Bosacius,” 
“Yes, my lord...” came the quite rumble of the four-armed adeptus. 


Four hands wrapped around him, squeezing slightly and Alatus felt the blade shift in his side and 
couldn’t stop the pain wheezed that fell past his lips. The hand on his head rubbed twice in 
reassurance, and then the blade was gone from his side, the brightness of the dematerialization 
burned through his eye lids. 


“Please......”” He begged once more. 

“Indarias”. Morax rumbled close to his ear. 
“Please......” begged Alatus. 

“.. Yes, my lord”. Came the soft voice of the pyro user. 


Pain burst forth in Alatus side, and he could not stop the cry that burst from his lips. He struggled 
against the agony, waiting for death but not wanting the pain. The hands that were holding him 
squeezed firm, stopping the boys' movements, forcing him to endure. He could smell the iron tang 


of his blood burning. 


“PLEASE!” Alatus shriek desperately, his body twitching in the hold of the four-armed man. The 
hand in his hair stroked gently. Alatus breathed ragged and fast as his mind fell further away from 
him. 


“Please......”” He sobbed out once more. 


Chapter 2 


Chapter Notes 


Xiao is named Alatus during the archon war....at least that's what I gained from the 2.7 
update so, that's what we are going with here. 
Also: Guizhong is mommy 


Take Flight on Golden Wings 


Alatus was acutely aware that he was laying on something soft. It was indeed strange, to feel as if 
he was sinking into something, and not scraping his skin against stone. He was groggy, horridly so, 
one where his body felt so incredibly heavy and to lift his eye lids seemed the most monumental of 
tasks. 


He can’t seem to remember exactly when he fell asleep, but knowing he at some point was left 
vulnerable made him shiver. Sleeping is bad, sleeping leads to dreaming, and dreaming under the 
ruling fist of his mistress leads to nothing but more pain and heartache. 


Alatus whined high in his throat, shifting his tired body, trying desperately to open his aching 
eyelids. A soft hand lay on his forehead, sweeping the hair from his face. Alatus keened, moving 
his face away from the unknown. 


“A...ight...” A feminine voice drifted brokenly into his eardrums, and the hand stroked his cheek. 
Something cold touched his lips, and a small trickle of bitter liquid slid down his throat. He whined 
again at the acrid taste. 


His mind felt sluggish, and he felt as if he was missing something extremely important, but every 
time he would try to think, his mind seemed to flit further from his grasp. It was exhausting, and 
thinking was exhausting and so Alatus surrendered himself to oblivion once more. 


Beside the bedside of Alatus sat a beautiful woman. Her long silver hair swept the floor behind 
her, part of it pulled up into an elegant bun. It was held up nicely with a jade hairpin, soft wisps of 
hair framed her face where they had fallen loose. Long draping robes of blues and silvers wrapped 
around her as she tended to the boy on the bed. 


She placed a cool cloth on his forehead, and stood once more to change out the water. She found 
herself making many trips to fetch water, the boys' skin dirtying the cloth faster than she can 
properly use it. She cleaned most of the unpleasantries from the boys' skin, but until he was awake 
proper, half way baths would have to suffice. She returned shortly, not wanting to be too far for too 
long, and took vigil beside the bed once more. 


Her silver eyes softened in grief as she took in the sight before her. The young adeptus that Morax 
had returned with lay prone on the bed. His clothes were cut away from his body, only a light sheet 
kept his modesty. His skin was bruised, deep purples and ghastly yellows. He was littered in small 
knicks and cuts, half healed and some of them looking more than a bit infected. The burns and 
stabs he has earned in the most recent battle were the most concerning. They were stitched and 
bandaged, rubbed generously with a medicinal paste that stung when applied. 


His ribs expanded grotesquely with each shaking inhale, the bones threatening to split through thin 
skin. He was thin, disgustingly so, giving anyone easy view of his bones that formed ridges under 
flesh. Never had she seen and adeptus is a tragic state such as this. 


The woven curtain that served as the door rustled as it was pulled aside, and the woman turned her 
head in recognition to the new comer, bowing her head slightly with a small smile on her face. The 
man who entered returned the gesture and joined the woman at the bedside. 


“Guizhong,” Morax said, pulling up a chair to sit beside her. 
“Morax. How do you fare?” She asked, brushing the cloth across Alatus’ face. 


“Tt would appear that many of our people are displeased with our... guest,” he said, his eyes 
tracking the sickly form of Alatus. 


“Mm, I figured as much. This young one has caused... well. The rumors aren’t pleasant at any 
rate”. 


“Has he woken?” Morax turning his attention to Guizhong. 


“He...stirred for a moment, but he seemed confused so I gave him a tad bit more of his medicine. It 
would do no good for him to reopen the wounds we just treated”. 


Morax said nothing in return, just turning his attention forward once more, and humming low in his 
throat. 


“What of the Yaksha’s?” Guizhong asked softly, folding her hands solemnly in her lap. “He injured 
Indarias and Bosacius. I can’t imagine they are... delighted he was brought back to the assembly”. 


“The yakshas...” Morax trailed off for a moment, head tilted downwards in thought. “They are not 
happy with this decision. I believe they only helped because I had asked of it. Indarias and 
Bosacius have a right for contempt. Bonanus and Menogias, care greatly for their brothers in arms, 
and so their dislike stems from that. The younger yakshas are just following example”. 


“T feared as much’. Guizhong sighed softly, “I can’t find it in myself to blame them. That love they 
hold for each other is strong. It hurts them to see their siblings harmed. And the other adepti? How 
do they fare?” 


“Hard to say. The only one vocal was Cloud Retainer. Although, she has given me quite a few 
choice words in my decision. She at least I know is not on board with Azlin's bloodhound residing 
in Guill. 


“T wish you wouldn’t call him that,” Guizhong said and adjusted Alatus’ arm to rest comfortable on 
his stomach, from where it had fallen. 


“Of course. Apologies.” 


“How could a being such as himself fall in such terrible shape?” Guizhong held the boys' hand 
softly in hers, thumb brushing over prominent knuckles and bruised fingers. 


“Adepti, though they do not require nearly as much food or sleep as mortals, still require nutrients 
and energy, they cannot heal if their bodies are not strong”. 


“T know that Morax. I meant to say.... how does one so young.... fall so far?” 


“The world is not a kind place to live in my Lady”. 

“Yes. Of course. And how long do you think his recovery will be?” 
“The energy of Jeuyun Karst should benefit him greatly”. 

“Benefit his body yes, but what of his mind?” 

“T am afraid I don’t have that answer my Lady.” 


Guizhong said nothing for a moment, just sat watching her thumb brush against broken alabaster 
skin. She leaned to the side, resting her head on the meat of Morax’s bicep. He turned towards her, 
and placed a soft kiss to the crown of her head. 


“Will you stay with him? I have work to do on the ballista, and we really shouldn’t delay any 
further”. Morax tensed beside her, shifting his eyes to look down at her. “He’s asleep, if he starts to 
wake just give him a few sips of his medication. Slowly, it would do no good for him to choke”. 


“T... of course my Lady. No harm shall come to him as long as I am here”. 


It was quite a few hours since Lady Guizhong had left, and Morax sat a silent vigil beside the boy. 
He had not so much as stirred in that time, and Morax found himself checking the boys pulse point 
more often than he was entirely comfortable with. He was ashamed to admit he was growing 
restless sitting as he was, and he didn’t have the foresight to bring anything to work on. 


He thought, that perhaps he could slip away for a short time and stretch his legs. He would be gone 
only for a short moment, and the boy hadn’t moved at all. Surely, he wouldn’t wake up the 
moment he walked away. His luck was not that poor he was confident in that. He grimaced at the 
thought however, if Lady Guizhong should return and he not be at his post? Well, Morax was most 
certain that his horns would be mounted on the walls of her laboratory if that were the case. 


Whomever coined Guizhong as a gentle God, has never crossed her it would appear. 


He sighed heartily and shifted sideways on his seat, leaning heavy against the arm rest, the wood 
creaked beneath his weight, and settled moments later. Morax rested his cheek against his closed 
fist closed his eyes in rest. the lulling noise of the assembly chattering in through the windows. The 
sun was warm on his skin, and he wanted nothing more than to don his true form and laze about 
the plains. He hadn’t meant to fall asleep, and he couldn’t really pinpoint when he had drifted at 
all, but he was awoken rather abruptly to the sound of something slamming rather harshly into the 
cabinetry. 


Morax jumped quickly from his place of rest, polearm summoned to his hand on force of habit 
alone. His eyes scanned the room quickly, not absorbing much in their haste. That is until his eyes 
fell upon the bed, that had housed an adeptus before he fell asleep, of that he was certain. He 
looked up slowly, and banished his weapon. At the back of the room sat the boy, he was sitting 
prone on the floor, leaning heavily on one hip. 


Around him was scattered various trinkets and glass that once resided on the table the boy had 
evidently crashed into. His breathing was hurried, and unfocused eyes darted around the room. 
They passed over Morax on more than one occasion but no recognition flashed on his face. He 
tried to stand, using the table behind him as leverage, but stumbled back down before he could get 
his feet underneath him. He trembled attempting to crawl onto his knees. Shards of glass cut at his 
skin, but the boy made no notice of it. 


Morax started towards him, his long legs taking long strides in his direction, and it was but a 
moment until he stood before the fallen adeptus. 


“Allow me to help you adeptus”’, his cool voice echoed around them, and the boy looked up 
quickly, his pupils were dilating and contracting quickly, and he choked on a gasp, scrambling 
backwards until his back hit the table once more. Morax held back a grimace and took a glance 
behind him, making sure Guizhong did not sense the unrest and come running. 


“T won’t harm you,” Morax tried to reason, taking a cautious knee In front of him. “How about we 
get you back to bed?” 


The boy stared in shock at the God before him, would have been still as stone had it not been for 
the consistent trembles wracking his frame. Morax reached his hand slowly forward, and the boy 
flinched back terribly, slamming the back of his head rather harshly against the edge of the table. 
Morax retracted his hand quickly and leaned away from him. 


“Ah no, let's not....” He glanced to the door way once more, this time hoping Guizhong actually 
would come hurried into the room and remedy the situation. “Ah, the floor is rather uncomfortable 
I should think, let's get back to bed then,” He tried, his voice was awkward and uncertain. 


Guizhong had always joked he had the emotional range of a rock, he would always chuckle at the 
jest, but never before had he wished that were not the case. Especially in this moment. 


“Why...?” 


The voice was so quiet that had his hearing not been as superb at his was, Morax would have 
missed it. 


“Beg your pardon?” Morax furrowed his brow in the boys’ direction, and the young adeptus 
ducked his head quickly in response. Morax withheld a sigh, and shifted his weight further back. 


“Why... am I here?” The voice was rough in disuse, and scratched over as if he spent years 
screaming. Which he more than likely had if Morax were to really think about it. “Where is here?” 
He spoke. 


“You are at the Guili Assembly. We had brought you here after the fall of Lady Azlin. Many of her 
people found refuge here as well”. 


“But... Why...am I here?” 


“Because you were hurt. Once your wounds are healed, you are more than welcome to go as you 
please. I will not keep you here if you do not wish it’. 


“Not...Killed me?” The Adeptus's voice was filled with sorrow and confusion and Morax furrowed 
a brow and began to raise his hand towards the boy, but thought better of it and let it drop to his 
side quickly. 


“No, and there is no intention to do so otherwise, we really should get you back to bed, you're still 
quite injured, and the floor is no place for healing”. 


“Not allowed...” The boy whispered in fear. 
“What is not allowed child?” 


“This one is not allowed a bed. Mistress will be angry. Not allowed, please don’t make me, I am 


sorry.” 


The young adeptus began to spiral reaching his hands up to matted hair. They had tried to comb it 
out, but the long locks were too tangled together and will need to be cut off completely. Guizhong 
was insistent they wait for the boy to be awake for her to do so. She wanted to save as much as the 
hair as she could, but also did not want to alter his appearance so drastically without his 
knowledge. 


“Lady Azlin has fallen; you do not need to heed her rules any longer”. 


“Fallen? Then...then why is pet still here?” Morax held back a grimace at the derogatory term and 
bit at his lip in thought. 


“T do not believe you to be as monstrous as the rumor mill heralds”. 


“This one has killed so many....” He whispered. Morax said nothing. There was no point in doing 
so, he knew very well the blood that stained that boys' hands. 


“We are in a war, the hands of many are stained with blood. Come now, to your feet’. 


“Yes master....”” Morax flinched at that word but made no move to correct him. Small steps, he told 
himself. 


The boy reluctantly allowed Morax’s hands to hover near him, hover but no touch, as he climbed 
once again to his feet with the aid of the table. The trek back to the bed was slow, the boy 
stumbling forward on unsteady feet, but make it to the bed they did. He did not climb in 
immediately, he glanced first at the floor, and then to Morax, looking more at his nose than his 
eyes. The God coaxed the boy into the warm sheets and took a seat once more in the chair at his 
bedside. 


The boy would need his bandages changed, of that there was no doubt. Morax could see the 
beginnings of red seeping into the wrappings. Unfortunately, Morax was more adept and causing 
wounds, not healing them so they would need to wait for Lady Guizhong to arrive. The medication 
lay on the floor where he had knocked it over in his disoriented jump from the chair. The boy 
didn’t appear to be in any pain, so he figured It was probably okay for now. 


The silence that followed was suffocatingly awkward, but neither occupant found themselves able 
to break the oppressive quiet. The boy fiddled with the bed sheets and Morax shifted 
uncomfortable in his chair. He cleared his throat in discomfort and just about cried in relief when 
he heard the rustle of the woven curtain as it was pushed aside. 


Guizhong entered, letting the curtain fall shut behind her. The boy on the bed flinched 
spectacularly and Morax raised his hands in a placating gesture. Not that it seemed much help, but 
touch was very much not welcome so he worked with what he was given. 


Guizhong’s easy smile slid quickly from her face as she took in the state of the room. 
“Rex, what?” 
“Ah yes, he is awake,” 


“No, I can gather that, I would like to know what happened?” Guizhong strode into the room, 
careful to keep her distance from Alatus and skirting around the bed and to the back of the room, 
working quickly to clean up the mess from the floor. 


“T appear to have dozed suddenly, and only awoke to well.... ’m sure you can hazard a guess”. 


“No harm shall come to him, says Rex Lapis. Yet here we are,” Guizhong mumbled harshly under 
her breath. 


Her movements were contradictory to her tone. Making sure to not move too quickly or slam things 
down too harshly, very much aware of the boys’ eyes tracking her movements from his perch on 
the bed. She saw Rex grimace in her peripheral and she smiled cheekily to herself. 


“He isn’t any worse for wear than when you left, my Lady” He deep voice grumbled in petulance. 
“He’s bleeding,” 
“Ah, well, I suppose that is true....” 


Guizhong sighed and stood from the floor, making note to have someone come in to clean up the 
remnants of glass. She got all of the larger pieces, but the tiny shards seem to always cause a fair 
amount of damage. She walked over to the two other occupants of the room, and picked up the thin 
sheet that lay crumbled at the foot of the bed, and draped it over the thin adeptus’ naked frame, 
being mindful not to let her skin brush his. 


The boy furrowed his brow in confusion, and wrapped his hands around the edges of the cloth, 
bringing it tight around his body, Guizhong smiled softly and sat beside Morax once more. She 
eyes the remnants of the medication and breathed an inaudible sigh through her nose. 


“Hello sweet one,” Guizhongs voice was a mere whisper in the silent room, and yet the boy still 
flinched back harshly, and almost tumbled off the bed completely had it not been for the lady’s 
arms darting out to catch him by his biceps. 


The effects were rather instantaneous, the boy tugged his arms harshly and snarled viciously. 
Guizhong held strong, and guided him back towards the middle of them bed. She was not however 
prepared to feel his teeth on her wrist, and let go rather abruptly when his canines sunk into flesh. 


The boy reeled back and fell rather harshly to the floor, a distressed chirp (?) rising from his throat. 
Guizhong pulled her bloodied wrist close to her chest, and placed a hand sternly on Morax’s 
shoulder in an attempt to keep his temper in check. She could feel his body tense under her hand, 
and witnessed scales begin to form around the sides of his neck. 


“T’m alright Rex,” she whispered, standing slowly from her chair, and made her way to the floor 
once more and sat a small distance from the downed boy. 


Alatus sat quivering on the floor, his head pressed harshly to the floor and his hands curled tightly 
by his ears. His legs were sprawled awkwardly underneath him, and the bandages spread to red a 
little bit quicker. 


“T didn’t mean to frighten you sweet one”. The boy flinched on the floor once more, his entire body 
jerking in the motion. He whispered something under his breath. 


“T’m afraid I didn’t quite catch that?” Guizhong pulled the sheet down from the bed, and placed it 
over the boy once more. “Can you look at me child?” 


The boy loosened slightly from his bowed position and lifted his head slightly. He was still rather 
hunched, so his neck pulled slightly strange at his shoulders. The pupils of his eyes were 
constricted to pin pricks, and blood coated his lips and chin. Guizhong was quite certain it was still 
staining his teeth as well. 


“Thats better,” she smiled at him, “I didn’t mean to scare you sweet one.” The boy flinched again, 
dropping his head back to the floor. 


Guizhong bit at her lip, curling her hands into fists, hidden well in the sleeves of her hanfu. Beside 
her Morax observed the pair with narrowed eyes and tense shoulders. 


“T see, you do not like that name do you little one?” The boy did not flinch this time, but he did not 
look at her either. “I will be sure no to call you as such then,” The boy made a noise again, quiet 
under his breath, and Guizhong was sure now that he was indeed chirping. 


“Ts there something I can call you?” Guizhong prodded in an attempt at learning the name of the 
young adeptus. The boy looked up at her through long lashes but kept his mouth shut tightly. 


“He refused his name when I had asked as well’, came Morax’s rumbling tenor. 


“That’s quite alright, it is his name and he may share it if he so pleases” Guizhong shot a stern look 
at the great dragon adeptus. A stern warning to hold his tongue, or he would get his own tongue 
lashing later. 


Morax closed his eyes and turned away. 


“If you do not care to share your name, perhaps something we shall call you instead? A nickname 
perhaps?” Guizhong hmm/d quietly in contemplation, but made no further attempt to rush the boy. 


The adeptus had shifted to sit fully on his knees, head still bowed and clutching tightly at the skin 
of his thighs and leaving behind red welts. He opened and closed his mouth a few times before 
looking sidelong at Guizhong. She smiled in a rather reassuring manner and tilted her head softly in 
his direction. 


“T...am called pet...” His voice was quiet and unsure. Morax grunted and Guizhong held back her 
own wince at the derogatory term. 


“Pet... I see. Perhaps, since we are starting anew, we should choose something different?” 
Guizhong said gently, rather afraid to cause upset in an already difficult conversation. 


“Something...different?” The boy parroted back. The confusion was overbearing in his voice. As if 
he couldn’t fathom being called anything else. 


“Yes, perhaps something more.... relevant to who you are?” Guizhong looked to Morax hoping he 
would step in and help her alleviate the awkwardness that had befallen the room. He looked baffled 
at her look, as if he couldn’t believe she was looking to him to deal with a delicate situation. 

“T...” Alatus shifted away from his knees to sit on the floor more comfortably, keeping his eyes on 
the two gods to make sure there was not reprimand or repercussion to his slight action. Neither of 
them shifted or said anything so Alatus took that as a sign that the action was permitted and settled 
more comfortably on the floor, adjusting the sheet so it covered him completely, only his head 
visible. 


“What she means, is a name that you would be comfortable with us using,” 
“Comfortable?” 
“Yes, something you like.” Guizhong said, folding her hands gently in her lap. 


“Comfortable... um.... little... bird...?” The way he said it was almost uncertain, but it held a 
fondness to it. Almost as if the boy was familiar with the name, but was unsure on where the name 


had come from. Guizhongs heart clenched in sympathy, wondering just how long this boy was kept 
away from everything he’s ever known and ever loved. How many centuries have passed for his 
memories to seem.... inconsequential....to seem fictional. 


“Little bird?” I think that’s a wonderful name”. Guizhongs voice was warm and open, and Alatus 
chirped in response. “Well then little bird, how about we have a bath and get those injuries looked 
at?” 


“T get to bathe?” He looked to Guizhong and Morax in barely concealed wonderment and 
disbelief. 


“Of course,” Morax said, standing from his chair. “Something to wear as well”. 


The outdoor spring was secluded and quiet, the air thrummed with energy, and the water was tepid 
but calm. It took a fair bit of coaxing, but the two Gods were able to coerce Alatus into the 
shallows. The water turned grey almost instantaneously as he walked into the water. Dirt and grime 
floated off in in abstract swirls. Alatus watched idly, and skimmed her fingers against the water's 
surface. Morax and Guizhong, in no hurry watched the boy from a safe distance, allowing him the 
freedom to explore his surrounding's safely and comfortably. 


“Do you need help little bird?” Guizhong broke the silence as quietly as possible, not wishing to 
disturb the serenity that shrouded the area. 


“No, mistress,” Alatus said, bowing his head slightly. 


Morax wrapped a warm hand around Guizhongs wrist, and gave an almost surreptitious shake of 
his head. Almost as if saying they would take this slow, and not to make him upset. She bit her lip 
but ultimately dropped the issue. Morax shifted the hand from her wrist, and placed it further up 
her arm. It was the one with the bite wound. He placed it in the water, the water tinging pink with 
washed away blood and rubbed his thumb over the wound, scraping the dried blood from porcelain 
skin. 


“T’m sorry mistress....”” Alatus voice broke both Gods out of their quiet reprieve and they turned to 
look at him. The boys' eyes were focused on Guizhongs wrist, locked tightly on the bruising bite 
mark. 


“There is no need for apologies. It was my fault for startling you”. 


Alatus said nothing, just dipping his head to a bow, and his shoulder trembled slightly. He did not 
agree in his faultlessness, however he also knew the consequences of speaking back to a God. In an 
attempt to get back to that calmness, Alatus began to scrub at his arms, rather harshly, to the point 
of his skin burning raw. He balanced precariously from foot to foot, and scrubbed away at his legs, 
his face and chest receive the same harsh treatment. 


Not once did Alatus attempt to scrub at his back. 


“T am finished....’”” Came the soft voice of Alatus. His skin was pink tinged but clean, the faint 
smell of qingxin flowers coated his skin. He seemed almost smaller without all of the dirt and 
blood clinging to him. The bruises stood more prominent on his scrubbed body, and the hollowness 
of cheeks and the jutting angles of his bones seemed worse than they were in the dim light of his 
room... his matted hair was water logged and dripping into his face yet he made no attempt to 
move it. 


“Wonderful, come get dressed and we’ll do something of your hair. I can’t imagine it feels too 
comfortable,” Guizhong replied. 


Alatus hesitated a moment before making his way to the shore line. Morax handed him a large 
cloth for drying and Guizhong got to work wrapping his injuries once more in bandages and 
applying a medicinal smelling paste that burned at the boys' nose and caused it to scrunch it up in 
turn. Lady Guizhong was constantly asking Alatus if he was alright, or if the bindings were too 
tight. Alatus shook and nodded his head to each relevant question, and tried hard to stay still, but 
each brush of finger tips on skin felt foreign. 


The touch wasn’t bad per say, but if felt different than the grating and scratching touch of Lady 
Azlin and it confused Alatus more than it frightened him. 


Following the wound dressing came a pair of new clothes. The clothing was rather simplistic in 
nature; a sleeveless turtle neck that hung from his frame like a second skin, and a pair of wide 
legged trousers that were cinched tightly to his narrow waist with a sash. The clothing was warm 
and soft and far nicer than anything Alatus could ever remember owning. They 

were monochromatic in nature, soft whites and steel greys that blended rather nicely with the boys’ 
complexion. A pair of boots was offered as well, yet Alatus ignored them, content to feeling the 
cool earth beneath his soles the damp grass tickling at his feet. 


The temperature was warm, and a slight breeze danced through the area. The young adeptus tilted 
his head slightly baring his face to the sky, much like a flower reaching for the sun beams; shutting 
his eyes against the warmth. He was very much aware of the Lady moving closer to him once more 
and although his eyes remained closed, he kept his ears attuned to her Prescence. He felt nothing ill 
in her intentions. Yet, he reminded himself, there was nothing off in regards to Lady Azlin upon 
their meeting either. 


“Ts it alright if I touch your head little bird?” Guizhongs soft tones lofted gently around them 
“Yes...mistress...”” Alatus mumbled, his hunching slightly over. 
“Just your hair, that’s all’. 


It took a while to get the hair to a point of manageability. The dark locks were long and woven into 
thick tangles. It reached around mid-back, and was home to a fair amount of blood and bugs. The 
Lady Guizhong had to stop quite a few times to wash her hands clear in the water. Not once did she 
complain, going back to the hair each time with more confidence than the last. There was no reason 
to get squeamish, not when the young boy looked a wreck, his face a tight pinch of fear and 
mortification. 


“Ts it alright it I cut it? It will be rather short.” 
“This one does not mind mistress,” Came the solemn reply. 


“You need not call me that you know. My name is Guizhong, and I assume you already know 
Morax”, She kept her voice calm as she pulled two longer pieces out to frame nicely around his 
face. 


“This one does not wish to show the honorable ones any disrespect”. 


“You will not. As long as the words are respectful. A name is just a sound used to garner 
our attention after all”. 


“Gui...”” Morax’s dulcet tones tinged with warning interrupted the lady, and she in turn ignored the 


man, her eyes glancing across the young adepti’s face. His jaw was clenched in fear, yet he spoke 
nothing. 


“If that is something of discomfort, then perhaps something else,” She spoke, pulling the boys hair 
in to sections, making them easier to cut through. “The common folk refer to Morax as Rex Lapis, 
and you can refer to me as Miss Guizhong as the children of the assembly often do. Will that be 
alright?” 


“Yes mistr....Yes Miss Guizhong”. He stumbled, glancing sidelong at her. Guizhong ignored the 
look, and smiled gently as she finished off sectioning the last piece of hair. 


“T’m going to cut it now. Alright?” 


Alatus nodded his head, eyes downcast and hands fisted into the fabric of his trousers. The process 
of cutting didn’t take long at all, and soon enough thick tendrils of hair lay on the grass around 
them. Alatus felt lighter, and suppressed a smile against the freeing feeling. 


“Right then, let's get it all washed up”. Guizhong placed the damp drying cloth around his 
shoulders and guided him back to the shore line. “There we are, lay on you back with your head to 
the water little bird,” She instructed gently. 


Alatus lay slowly as instructed, his body tense and ready to move should he need to. He flinched 
harshly at the cool water that fell around his head. Guizhong shushed him gently, running fingers 
through dirtied strands. When his hair was saturated in water once more, Guizhong added in a 
substance that smelt strongly of medicinal herbs and valley flowers. She worked the concoction 
deep into his roots, and rinsed it out. Once, twice, thrice did she scrub away at his hair before 
announcing he was all finished. 


Helping him to sit up, she brought the cloth away from his shoulders and gently to his head. Steady 
hands tousled the cloth through his hair, pulling away the water. When it came away his hair 
although slightly damp, had fluffed out at the tips and fell softly around his face. A single strand of 
his hair tufted upwards at the top of his head, in an imitation of a bird's crest. 


“Much better,” Guizhong smiled, and Morax grunted in the background, having kept his eye 
closely on the pair. 


““Adeptus,” Came Morax’s strong voice. Alatus jumped slightly and turned his attention to the 
warrior God, making sure to keep his eyes down cast. 


“Yes master?” Guizhong sighed at the term, but said nothing. 


“If you are to remain in the assembly, one is to know of a few rules.” Morax walked closer to the 
group but did not join them on the ground, opting instead to stay standing towering over them with 
his impressive height. 


“Yes master,” replied he. 


“The people of this assembly entrust in me to keep them safe. Should you cause them harm, you 
will be forcing my hand”. 


“Yes master’. 


“You are to stay in the bounds of the assembly until you are healed. Whence you are healed, you 
may leave if so desired”’. 


“Yes master.” 


Morax went on to list quite a few more rules of the assembly, places that were free for Alatus to 
roam, and the locations that would be off limits. Alatus was instructed to treat the common folk 
with respect, and the treat the other adepti as authority. He was a guest in the plains, and so he 
would do his best to act as such. Any issues or misdeeds were to be reported, and Alatus was aware 
that the other adepti are more than likely to keep a keen eye on him. Alatus did nothing but nod. 


He was told he would be staying in the room he awoke in. A guest home very close to where 
Morax and Guizhong resided. He was given the time table of meals and market openings. Not as if 
it would be of much use to Alatus seeing as he does not eat often, and has no desire to interact with 
anyone more than he has too. Although it is good to know, so that he might avoid the more 
congested crowds. 


There was no allotted curfew in the assembly, but there was one for Alatus. Whilst he does not 
need be in his home after sundown, it is told that he must be near either Morax or Guizhong or 
another of his leading Adpeti. Morax does not take lightly the ability to devour dreams, and the 
consequences that follow. 


“You are not allowed a weapon when in the boarders of the assembly. Many people are survivors 
of your rein with Lady Azlin, and we need not cause them any worry or distrust’. 


“Yes master’. 


It was not as if Alatus had a weapon any more in the first place. When Lady Azlin fell to the God 
of Contracts, Alatus was brought back to the assembly but his polearm was not. He can’t help but 
feel relieved in a strange and twisted way. Why would anyone want to be weaponless in a land 
unknown? However, that weapon was toxic in its memories and vicious in its bite, and so Alatus 
felt no remorse when it did not summon to his hand at command. 


“You are expected to contribute to the prosperity of the assembly. We will not be tearing it down, 
instead building it greater. You will need offer your assistance if I should ask of it.” 


“Yes master.” Beside him, Lady Guizhong made an indignant noise. 
“You wish for him to defend, but offer no weapon?” She asked incredulously. “Rex, that is vile!” 


“T would have him not fight at all if the possibility was there, but should the need arise, a weapon I 
shall provide”. She didn’t seem entirely mollified, but left the subject drop with a huff. 


“The final rule I have for you young adeptus is in regard to your ability.” Morax continued, making 
sure to look Alatus directly in the eye, not matter how uncomfortable in made the boy. “The 
consumption of dreams...” 


“Ts not allowed. This one knows master,” Alatus’s voice cut him off in a bold show of confidence 
in the boy and Morax faltered. 


“Yes, quiet. Should you consume anymore dreams you will be dealt with, am I understood?” 
“Yes master”. 
“Do you find these terms agreeable young adeptus?” 


“Yes master’, Alatus replied, bowing his body low to the ground in submission. 


“The to the agreement of both parties, and the witness of Lady Guizhong —God of Dust- the 
contract if set in stone. Should you break contract, you shall face the wrath of the rock”. 


“Yes... master...” 


chapter 3 


Take Flight on Golden Wings 


Morax guided the small party through the plains of the assembly, Lady Guizhong walked beside 
him, her arm hooked around his elbow. Alatus being sure to keep at least four steps behind the 
honorable Gods. His head remained downcast, hyper aware of the stares burning into his back. The 
stares stung sharply with the villager's contempt and Alatus’ skin itched. 


They had just about made it to the village square, Guizhong giving a slight history on every 
interesting structure they passed. Alatus wasn’t really listening to the idle chatter, and immediately 
feeling guilty for wasting the honorable Gods time. They were interrupted rather harshly by a loud 
shriek. Alatus gave a small wince and resisted the urge to cover his ears. Guizhong looked to him 
quickly, releasing her arm from Morax and making her way to the young adeptus, while Morax 
made his way to the screaming woman. 


“My Lord!” Cried the woman, “When I was informed of an adeptus entering the assembly I did not 
think it would be that vile creature!” 


Others had turned towards them, many of them voicing their contempt and anger of the arrival of 
the adeptus. The voices rose until they were unrecognizable from one another, and Alatus took a 
cautious step back, wanting nothing more than to flee. His body was frozen in a state of fear and 
yet his heart beat harshly in the confines of his rib cage. 


“Now, now, I know that this one has caused a bit of unrest but the parameters of his arrival at the 
assembly are rather complicated. Please rest assured that no harm will befall any of you,” His voice 
was strong with authority, and he gave a small bow to the crowd hoping to appease them. “Should 
any of you have any concerns you would like to bring to my attention, I encourage you to do so ina 
more private manner”. 


“Rather complicated? No harm to befall us?! Forgive me Honorable Rex Lapis, but what of our 
families that already suffered at his hand?” She cried, dropping to her knees before her God. “What 
of my daughter? She had only lived four summers! Four and massacred by a monster! And now 
you invite that monster to live amongst us?” 


“T understand your sentiments, but the conditions that the Adeptus was in were rather trying in 
nature,” Morax bowed deeply to his people and a hush fell across the crowd. “I promise, though I 
cannot undo the past, no harm shall befall you to the future”. 


“Tt’s difficult to train a dog once it’s gone rabid my lord,” The womans voice shook with sobs as 
she bowed low to her lord, and left quickly, the villager looked towards her departing back. 


Guizhong looked once more to Alatus before making her way back to Morax’s side, and began to 
address the villagers with an authority befitting the God. She addressed their concerns with swift 

action and compassionate understanding. She had almost gained complete control over the crowd 
when it happened. 


Alatus yelped, and the villagers began to shout once more. 


The two Gods turned quickly to the boy, and witnessed the group of villagers that stood behind the 
Gods throwing stones and pebbles in the boys’ direction. The young adeptus made no attempt to 
block the objects, only scrunched his shoulders downwards. 


A rotted out sunsettia struck the side of the boys’ face, and he closed his eye against the rancid 
juices, remnants of the fruit clung to his cheek and hair. 


“ENOUGH!” Shouted Guizhong in desperation, turning and making her way quickly back to the 
boy, she raised the sleeve of her hanfu in an attempt to clean him up, she had barely grazed his 
cheek when a swirling mass of green enveloped the young adeptus and he was gone from there 
sight. She dropped her arm in shock and looked quickly around her, hoping to find the boy. 


“He’s gone!” Shouted the villagers. 
“The bloodhound of Azlin is hiding somewhere in the village!” Shouted others. 
“He’ll massacre us all!” 


“THERE WILL BE ORDER!” Morax shouted above the raving masses of the common folk. His 
arms crossed tightly and his horns glowed a brilliant light sending ominous shadows over his eyes. 
Brown and red scales crawled around his under eyes and neck, and his mouth was set an 
intimidating snarl, sharp teeth on display for his people to see. 


Silence hung thickly in the air. 


“T will not have my people show such blatant disrespect to a guest of the assembly. Iam very much 
aware of his past, and I would not have brought him here if I believed him to pose a threat.” 


“My lord!” Came several cries of outrage. 


“He is under contract to the protection and respect of Guili, and I am confident in his ability to up 
hold it. [expect you to treat him with the respect warranted of him as an illuminated one, if you 
should have any concerns warranting that matter, they shall be brought to the attention of myself 
and Lady Guizhong, in a respectful and dignified manner as all things have been done before”. 


The villagers shifted uncomfortably, looking to one another in guidance. Some hung their hands in 
shame to the display they had put on before the face of their Honorable Gods. Their grief and anger 
not abated, but put off to simmer hotly beneath their skins. 


“Yes, my Lord,” Came the subdued response of his people. 


“T understand your grief, and your anger. You must understand that the reasons for the young 
adeptus to swear fealty to the God of Dreams is a complicated matter. He will not harm you, 
should he raise a hand in anger to any of the peoples who reside within the plains he will be dealt 
with in a swift manner”. 


Morax kept to himself that he did not indeed know the reasons for the boys’ loyalty to the tyrant 
God, but he is confident in the way that he had begged, and cried. The way he flinches and the way 
that he presents himself, that he was not following out of love and loyalty alone. There was 
something there that the God had not touched upon, nor was it his place to pry. 


“The manner of this discussion is over. Return swiftly to your toils.” 


Morax strode away, the white of his robes fanning out dramatically behind him. Guizhong hurried 
quickly to his side, conscious of the murmurs of her people. She chewed her lips in an anxious 
manner, looking all around her, hoping to catch sight of the boy adeptus. 


“Rex....” She fisted her hand into the back of his robe in nervousness, her eyes pleading to him. 


“T have already sent message to the other adpeti to look for the boy, I don’t think he would defy 
contract; so, we will begin the search in the boarders of our territory.” 


“T hope he’s alright,” She fretted. 
“T doubt mortals should hurt him so grievously with mere stones”, Morax replied in a sure tone. 


“T don’t mean of injury...” 


Across the plains finds our young adeptus. He materialized in a swirl of green vapor, and stumbled 
to the ground wiping harshly at his eye. The juice of the sunsettia staining the back of his wrist as 
he rubbed. He looked around him and made his way cautiously to a tall and gnarled gingko tree 
and made his way up into the branches. Perched as he was, gave him a clear view of the plains. 
The land around him was quiet, and for a moment a serene lull rose up in Alatus’ chest. 


“This is a good place” He thought, breathing in the freshness of the valley air. A breeze ruffled his 
hair playfully around his face, and Alatus choked back a smile. 


He leaned back softly on the ancient tree, the massive trunk supporting his slight frame rather 
comfortably. He picked nervously at his nails, and chewed on his lip. He had angered the Gods 
people, and then ran to let them deal with the repercussions. Alatus knew, He Knew that he should 
go back to the village square. He should grovel at their feet and beg their mercy. He knew that’s 
how it worked with Lady Azlin. He also knew what punishments one should expect under her 
ruling fist. Knew the feeling if her heels in his side, of her nails on his skin. Knew of the days 
chained into solitude, and the vicious inescapable nightmares. He was intimate to the burning of 
his skin and the cracking of whips. 


Alatus does not know the punishments to expect with his new master. For so long, he thought he 
was immune to fear. Thought, that having lived it so long that the icy claws of fear could no longer 
grip at his heart. 


How wrong he was. 


A geo crystalfly fluttered around him, and Alatus reached his hand tentatively towards it velvet 
wings. The moment his fingertips made contact it fluttered away from him. Not quickly, just soft in 
its departure, as if it had no fear to the blood that stained heavy on Alatus’ skin. Did not know of 
the torture that was grafted into his bones. 


Did not know how monstrous his existence reigned. 


He laid his hand back to his lap and felt the breeze on his face. The wind seemed especially sad 
today, or, maybe that was just Alatus. The boy itched to release his wings and bask in their 
existence. He didn’t, couldn’t, refused to let these new Gods know of them and to exploit them and 
hurt them as his mistress did in the past. 


He thought for a moment, maybe his new masters would care for them. Fix them. To give them a 
renewed existence and allow him to take to the skies once more. How painful it was to remain 
grounded. 


“Ah, there you are young one”. 


Alatus started, and had to grip the branch below him or risk falling. He glanced down through the 
golden leaves and saw an older woman standing at the trunk of the tree. Her eyes were closed and 


a soft smile tugged at her face. Silver hair was pulled back tightly, and she slouched slightly over 
where she stood. At first glance she looked like nothing more than a mortal well into her years. 


Alatus, however could feel the power thrumming through her. She was an adeptus there was no 
doubt of it. 


Alatus pulled himself back to his perch proper, and kept quiet, his breath barely ghosting the air. 
Apprehension flooded his veins at the prospects of one of Morax’s trusted adepti. She already 
knew he was there, yet the young boy made no attempt to reveal himself fully. Why rush to one’s 
demise? 


“You have made quite a stir young one,” Continued the old woman. She continued to smile at the 
base of the tree, making no moves to demand him down, or force him down herself. “That old Rex 
and Lady Guizhong are most worried for you.” 


Alatus said nothing, just scrunched his legs tightly to his chest and placed his head tightly between 
his knees. 


He should go to her, turn himself in an alleviate some of the punishment he is sure to follow. He 
should. He should. 


Still Alatus hadn’t moved. 


“Are you well young one?” Came that old women's voice once more, patient with Alatus’ lack of 
response. She gasped in shock, and the boy in the tree startled. “Ah how foolish! I am Ping. 
Madame ping given I am a few millennia older than our dearest Morax,” 


Alatus shifted causing the tree to ruffle sending the golden leaves falling down to the soil. 


“Ah, I was right you are up there,” Her smiled tugged a little larger on her face. ““Won’t you come 
down and see an old woman?” 


The words were phrased with honey, but Alatus knew an order when he heard it. He unfurled from 
his place against the tree and made his way slowly down the tree. The moment his bare foot 
touched the ground, Alatus found himself one more on the floor, bowing low to the elder adeptus. 


“Now, now, I am not so important that you should lower yourself in my presence,” Her voice was 
soft, and her eyes twinged in sadness. 


“This one must always show respect to those of higher stature than I’. Alatus mumbled to the 
ground. 


“Ah, and what makes me a higher stature. Iam old you see, and my power has dwindled,” She took 
a seat on the ground before the young boy, her hands palm up on her knees in a show of her docile 
nature. 


“T am nothing but a lowly pet. My life belongs to servitude, and so any and all illuminated beings 
stand high above this one's unworthiness,” 


Madame pings eye softened in grief. 


“T don’t find you unworthy at all child. Neither should yourself. There is no being alive that is less 
worthy than another”. She pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve, and gripped it tightly in age worn 
hands. “I wish you to be at ease child, please sit up proper, will you?” 


Alatus straightened slowly, being very sure to keep his eyes downcast. His gaze hovered on the 
older adepti’s knees, and refused to bring his gaze any higher. A handkerchief was pushed into the 
boys’ vision, and he flinched backwards slightly. 


“Here we are dear. Clean your face off now”. 


He reached out a shaking hand and grasped the silk cloth in thin fingers. He hesitated a moment 
longer before pulling the cloth gently from her hand. Alatus gave a few cautious sniffs to the 
proffered cloth before deeming it safe and wiping the sticky remnants of fruit and dirt from his 
face. 


Madame ping turned her face away from the young boy, giving him a semblance of privacy 
without actually leaving his side. She has a duty to her lord and friend to locate his new charge and 
it would do no good for him to vanish again. However, she also owed a duty to a young child 
traumatized by a war he had no reason to be involved in. 


Best not to make him feel cornered any more than he already does. 


“That’s better isn’t?” Madame Ping made no move to retake the cloth and so Alatus bunched it up 
tightly in his fist, the material giving his mind something to focus on rather than the all- 
encompassing unknown. 


“Yes, Madame Ping,” Alatus replied softly. 
“You really did give Guizhong a fright you know. She’s been in a tizzy, asking around for you,” 
“T apologize”. 


“Come now, none of that. The situation was rather frightening, we do not blame you for leaving as 
you have.” 


“Yes, Madame Ping”. 


“Let's get you back to your room th-” 

“No!” Alatus cut her off rather abruptly and immediately shrunk down on himself his eyes wide 
and unseeing in the face of his mistake. “I’m sorry! My most sincere and humble apologies your, 
your- Lord Morax, the contract, I am to return to my room by sun down, but I —as long as I don’t 
leave the assembly.... I haven’t left. I haven’t!” 


“Hush child, it is alright. I know of your contract, and you have upheld it so wonderfully. I had 
only meant they day has been trying and perhaps you would like some rest. I did not mean to 
frighten you,” He voice was quiet and soft, and she had taken the liberty to scoot further away 
from the boy. 


“This one is sorry,” The boy mumbled, frame still scrunched and tightly sprung. 
“T know child, and I forgive you. It is alright to stay here if you so desire it.” 


Alatus looked up at her through long lashes, his eyes were disbelieving and his hands wrung 
nervously at the cloth. 


“Truly...” He questioned. 


“Truly. Would you mind terribly if this old woman sat with you?” 


“No, illuminated one,” replied he. 


Madame Ping had a feeling he minded very much, but was too afraid to speak otherwise; afraid to 
make yet another mistake. She did not call him out on this, merely stood and made her way to sit at 
the base of the old tree. Her knees protested greatly, cracking in displeasure as she sunk to the floor 
once more. Had the boy asked for his solitude, Ping would have gladly given it, yet she did not 
want to disregard him when he said she could stay, despite the fact that he wishes she wouldn’t 


Alatus walked cautiously around her, making sure to keep her presence well with in his sights as he 
made his way back up the high branches, and settling once more beneath the leaves. 


It fell silent again and Alatus willed himself to relax once more. It was rather difficult with the old 
adeptus seated right beneath him, but as he already welcomed her, it would be most rude to send 
her away now. Madame ping, sensing the boys unrest began to hum, her head resting against the 
knots of the tree and a most serene smile on her face. 


The age worn tone drifted beautifully up to the boughs of the tree where Alatus was sat. Their 
sound both gentle and resounding in the way it flittered in his ear drums and drowned out the 
incessant thoughts that plagued the boy for as long as he could remember. He felt himself grow 
lax, his eyes still slightly open in a stubborn attempt to stay awake, knowing what waited for him 
should he begin to drift. 


Alatus chirped softly and wanted nothing more than to spread his wings in song. 


“This tree is quite old you know,” Madame pings interrupted her song softly. Voice thick with 
reminiscent memories and happiness. “Not nearly as old as I am of course, but it does have many a 
year in its roots,” She chuckled under her breath. 


Alatus said nothing, but his ears were trained on the woman, wondering if this was something she 
wanted to share, or if it was just nostalgic chatter of the elderly. 


“T was much younger when it first sprouted, an adeptus truly in my prime. My I was quite the 
looker back then if you would believe it!” Her voice was humorous in her tale and Alatus found 
himself pulled into its warmth. “I was here when the tree sprouted, and I was here as it grew. There 
was no war when I was young, the land of Teyvat was peaceful in its prosperity.” 


Alatus cannot imagine a Teyvat not ravished by war. Could not picture himself as anything other 
than a weapon of conquest and destruction. ‘It must have been nice’ he thought. 


“This is the same tree where I met my husband. He was a wonderful man. Truly a kind adeptus, he 
would spend his days amongst the people healing everyone he could” 

Her voice was soft with love and devotion and Alatus shifted his weight so his feet dangled over 
the branch, his inquisitive gaze locked on to the senior adeptus. 


Alatus had never been told stories before. It was as if the fear on his heart loosened its strangling 
grip and backed away slightly. Slightly, for Alatus still felt the choking nausea of the unknown; 
but suddenly it felt a little easier to breathe. 


“T remember not liking him at first you know,” She laughed heartily before continuing, “I thought 
he was a bit of a show off with how he handled his adeptal arts. Turns out he was just trying to 
impress me; can you believe it?” 


Alatus climbed his way down the tree, keeping a close eye on the movements of madame ping. 
When his feet touched soil once again, he moved to sit in the cradle of the gingko trees gnarled 


roots. It was comfortable and secure and he gave himself a good distance between the other adepti. 
He was fairly certain he was faster on his feet than she was anyway. The minute Alatus felt danger, 
he would dart his way back to the branches. For now, he settled in and was once more enraptured 
by her story. 


“One day I was sitting here beneath the tree, and he came sauntering up to me and he proclaims — 
quite loudly I might add- ‘My name is Nuan, an adeptus who hails from Qingce! You, Ping, are the 
most beautiful creature I have set eyes upon! This one would be most honored if you would 
accompany me to the moon festival!’” 


Madame Ping sighed as if lost in a day dream before turning to look at Alatus, a small mischievous 
smirk set upon her lips, as if she was about to tell Alatus a secret. The boys’ eyes were lit in wonder 
and joy, his mouth opened slightly. Pings eyes softened at the child sitting before her. 


“Do you know what I told him child?” Her voice lowered even further, her breath a whisper in the 
wind. Her tone was conspiratorial in nature but her eyes burned with humor. 


“No ma’am” Alatus whispered back just as quietly, just as enthralled in the moment. 


“T said to him, Nuan of Qingce, I regret most terribly to inform you that this adeptus will be 
attending the festival with another”. Ping lilted her voice higher in an attempt to sound younger, 
and the corner of Alatus’ lip twitched upwards to a smile for a brief moment. 


A very brief moment. 


“Ha, I did not in fact have another to go with, but I thought to myself, ‘I will absolutely not go with 
him!’ I spent the next few weeks looking for someone to go with, for I did not want to look a fool 
when the day finally came,” 


Madame ping laughed quietly to herself, shaking her head in bemusement. 


“T did not however find anyone else to attend with, because the festival was so close everyone had 
already been asked. ‘Just my luck!’ I thought, and had to attend by myself. I spent almost the 
entirety of the festival avoiding Nuan of Qingce I forgot to have any fun.” 


Ping raised her eyes skyward and said nothing for a moment, seeming she was lost away in thought 
of a time long past. Alatus sat still, his eyes looking to her still in wonderment. 


“T ended up bumping in to him —quite literally- when I was trying to avoid him. He had also come 
to the festival alone, and when he saw me alone, he thought that the ‘person I had attended with’ 
left me all alone. I didn’t try to correct him, I was much too embarrassed for that, and when he 
asked if I would accompany, I said yes out of that very same embarrassment; but you know what 
child?” 


“Hm?” Alatus had tilted his head to the left, gaze curious and open. 


“T had a remarkable time with that show off of an adeptus. Haha, so much fun that we were 
together many more times after the moon festival. Yes, it was under this tree where he had kissed 
me the first time, and when he told me he loved me. It was under this tree when we signed a 
contract of eternal devotion. He was a good man, that Nuan of Qingce. How I miss him terribly.” 


The smile that Ping sent towards the young adeptus was full of sorrow. But also, it shined with 
love and devotion, of happiness and grief. How strange to feel so many emotions in such a small 
time. How truly complicated they are. 


“What happened to him?” Alatus asked quietly, his eyes downcast and he pulled and twisted at the 
fingers that lay in his lap. 


“Ah, old age was not as kind to him as it was I’. She Smiled sadly, her eyes crinkling shut, “No 
matter how great a healer, one cannot heal time. Worry not child, though his passing is sad I’ve 
still had the joy and honor of being by his side for many lifetimes over. A truly grand adventure it 
was”. 

Ping reached slowly to Alatus, gently pulling his fingers apart, and patting the back of his hand 
softly. He flinched at first, not expecting the touch, but soon relaxed minutely under the touch of 
time worn hands. They were warm, and soft and Alatus felt ultimately safe underneath the golden 
leaves of a gingko tree. 


“Did you enjoy the story child?” Ping asked, squeezing his bruised hand in hers using the gentlest 
of pressures so as not to cause him an unnecessary pain. 


“Yes ma’am,” He replied, his brows furrowed down at their interlocked hand, yet he made no 
move to move his. 


“T am glad. I’m rather fond of storytelling, and they are much more fun to share with an audience,” 


“Will...” Alatus trailed off, and Madame ping waited to see if he would speak his mind. The long 
silence soon made it clear that he would not, and so she smiled, prompting him softly to continue. 


“Yes child? You may speak freely with this old woman; conversation is much more enjoyable 
when there is more than one voice”. 


Alatus was silent for a long while, and Ping was afraid he would not speak at all. His brows 
furrowed further, and he chewed rather harshly at his lower lips. Every so often he would flex his 
shoulders causing the muscles of his back to contract. A rather strange motion, yet Alatus was a 
rather strange adeptus. He opened and closed his mouth a few times before looking up to woman, 
his eyes searching her open face, and she smiled softly, kindly. 


“Can....you tell me more stories... please?” His voice was so quiet she had almost missed it. Alatus 
began to tremble and clenched his hand around her more in instinct than the actual search for 
reassurance. Ping squeezed back. 


How afraid this child was to ask for simple enjoyment. Pings heart quivered and she closed her 
eyes in an attempt to collect herself. 


“Of course, I can child. This one has many a story to tell, ve collected a fair few in my years. 
Besides, memories are most fun when they are shared by others. If you want to hear another story, 
you need only ask”. 


“Only...ask...” Alatus parroted back. 


“Yes, you need but ask. Now then child, the sun will be setting soon, let's say we go back now, 
yes?” 


“Yes, it is...i1n my contract. One must be back by sundown’. 


Ping stood slowly to her feet, her bones groaning in contempt to the harsh movement, she smiled 
down at the boy, and waited patiently for him to stand as well. She made no move to touch the boy 
again, knowing she has more than likely pushed her luck with the hand holding moments before. 


Alatus stood swiftly to his feet, and looked to her for guidance. 
“Come now child,” She began to walk away, and Alatus followed a few paces behind her. 


The walk back was calm. Madame ping walked slowly and so Alatus walked even slower keeping 
at least four paces behind the woman. His eyes would trace fireflies and his hair would dance in 
the breeze. Ping smiled at the serenity content to let the child be a child for as long as possible. He 
need only be with another of Rex’s adepti to be in the parameters of his contract, and ping was a 
trusted one indeed. 


The moment of peace that Ping had worked so hard to achieve was dashed at the arrival of another. 
Alatus stopped short and refused to walk further. She turned to look at him, curious on the sudden 
stop and bore witness to the boy hunched forward at the waist in a small bow the short fringe of his 
hair casting shadows over his eyes. He was very still aside from the tremors in his fingers. Ping 
turned forward once more trying to catch glimpse of what has frightened him so. 


Coming over the crest of the valley was a rather hulking figure, four arms swinging at his side 
leisurely, and a nuo mask sat proudly on his hip. Alatus must have sensed him much earlier than 
Ping, due to the unfamiliar presence of the yaksha. Ping whom see’s the man daily made no note of 
his appearance until he was very much in front of her. 


“Ah, Bosacius, how wonderful to see you dear,” Madame ping made sure to shift herself to stand in 
front of Alatus, hoping to shield him from an encounter he did not desire. 


“Madame Ping, an honor as always. How do you fare?” He asked bowing his head to his elder. 
“T am well thank you, just enjoying the sunshine”. 


“Yes, it is qui-” Bosacius cut himself off as his gazed locked on Alatus, who still stood at a bow. 
“The bloodhound of Azlin off his leash it would appear,” 


“Now that is vile speak. He is just a boy Bosacius, not a demon”. 

“With respect, I do not believe the survivors of his slaughter share the sentiments”. 

“You speak as if you know his circumstances”. 

“T am tasked with keeping the safety of the assembly Madame Ping, I trust you are aware”. 
“As am I, and he is no threat to the assembly.” 

“Trust not the cute face of the dog, they still bare teeth”. 


“T would watch your tongue Marshall Vritras, you would do well not to speak ill of Rex lapis’ 
guest’. 


Bosacius said nothing, just narrowed his eyes once more in the direction of Alatus frame and 
bowed low to Madame ping. She shifted closer to the boy, knowing full well the Marshall would 
cause no harm to the boy with herself in such close proximity. She watched the tall man become a 
dot in the distance, and she did not relax still, until he was out of sight completely. 


She sighed sadly and peered under the fringe of Alatus so peer calmly to his eyes. 
“All is well child. Would you like to take a moment?” 


“This one is required back by sundown. Those are the conditions of one's contract’. 


The boys’ voice was devoid of emotion, he recited fact and nothing more. It was shocking how fast 
the change came; from child of wonder to wounded soldier in nothing more than a moment. His 
eyes looked dead, hazed over and unseeing, it as if he shut himself away from the world so the 
world in turn could not hurt him. 


“Tt is well as long as you stay with me child,” She assured the child quietly, not wishing to cause 
any more stress to the situation. 


Alatus said nothing. 


“The Marshall had no right to speak to you so, you must understand that child,” Pings voice was 
gentle and she lifted a hand, stroking softly through his fluffy hair. Alatus chirped under her 
ministrations. 


“This one is a demon. The mighty and illuminated adeptus was accurate in his term, this one does 
not deserve the kindness when he has caused nothing but carnage,” He replied, voice monotonous. 


“Did you wish to do those things child?” Ping asked gently, tilting his head back to look at his face, 
wanting to be sure she makes her message as clear as possible. “Do you relish in the blood of those 
who have perished beneath your blade?” 


“No!” Alatus choked on his emotion. 


“Then you are not a demon.” She said moving her hand to his cheek and stoking beneath his eye. 
“You are a child who the world treated harshly. Come now, it’s getting late”’. 


The pair made it back to Alatus’ place of rest just as the sun dropped way from sight, and the moon 
rose high in the sky. Guizhong was the first to notice them, and rushed over quickly blue robes 
fluttering behind her. The pair had taken a longer route, wishing to keep out of the public eye as 
much as possible. The few mortals and adepti that passed their way made their anger quite obvious 
to the young adeptus that trailed after Madame Ping. 


“There you are! Oh, I was so frightened,” Guizhong stopped short, not wishing to overwhelm, but 
her arms twitched at her side, taking all the power within her not to engulf the scared child in her 
arms. 


“This one did not leave the assembly,” Alatus bowed low to his Gods. 
“Ping,” Morax’s voice cut through and Alatus flinched further in his bow. 


“Oh, come off it you old dragon. There was no volition to contract. All is well”. She patted her 
hand twice to Rex Lapis’ chest and bowed goodbye, ruffling Alatus’ hair as she passed. 


“Are you alright little bird?” Guizhong asked him gently, leading him back to the hut serving as his 
home. 


“Yes, mistress.” 
Guizhong clenched her hands as he reverted to the title once more. 


“Miss,” She corrected him softly. Morax may be fine with the title, but it causes bugs to crawl 
beneath Guizhong’s skin an electricity to settle in her teeth. 


“Miss Guizhong,” He repeated numbly. 


“Yes, very good. Let us get you inside so that I may look at your injuries once more.” She pulled 
back the straw woven cloth, and Alatus made his way inside standing awkwardly in the middle of 
the room. Morax followed closely behind them. 


The Lady guided him to sit upon the bed, and Alatus followed without fight. Being back in the 
God presence felt overwhelming and Alatus wished nothing more than to be back below the 
branches of that old gingko tree. 


Guizhong unwrapped and cleaned, and medicated the wounds before wrapping them once more. 
Alatus made sure not to flinch or twist away from the touch, not wanting to cause any more 
hardship for the honorable God. Already have they showed him more kindness than he is 
deserving of. 


“There, all set then,” Guizhong smiled at him and reached into a bag she had hanging off her belt, 
and pulled out a vial of clear liquid. “Here we are, this will help the pain, I must warn you the taste 
leaves much to be desired”. She chuckled slightly at her own joke. 


“This one is not in pain Miss Guizhong. This one does not require anything, your help has been 
most appreciated,” he mumbled. 


“Even if you do not feel as if you're in pain, it will also aid you in sleep. I imagine the day has been 
most difficult,” 


Alatus flinched. 
“This one does not sleep”. 


“T am aware that adepti such as yourself require less frequent periods of rest, but you need to heal 
little bird, and sleep will aid you greatly. 


“J... this one does not require it”. He clenched the bed sheet tightly in his fist. 
“Little bird...” 


“There is little you can do Gui, he has a right to refuse the medication” Morax’s tenor rumbled 
through the room and Guizhong sighed, placing the bottle in the bedside table. 


“Alright, it's here if you would like it, okay?” Her voice kind but sad. 


“T thank you for your kindness and generosity honorable gods of the assembly,” Alatus bowed 
forward. 


“What will you do adeptus, if you do not sleep?” Morax turned his gaze to the boy. 


“This one will be here until the sun rises once again. Here this one will await your most noble and 
honorable of orders. This one will follow without fail”. 


Guizhong felt tears pool in her eyes and she excused herself quickly, offering a soft good night to 
Alatus. 


“T have Mountain Shaper keeping watch of this area. Should he be wary of anything I will be 
notified immediately”. 


“Yes, this one is aware of the stipulations of one's contract. I will be here, and I shall not leave until 


the sun rises.” 


“T am pleased to hear as such. I need not remind you the consumption of dreams is strictly 
forbidden, remember that well adeptus”. His voice was a stern warning, his large frame towering 
over the boy. 


“Yes, the consumption of dreams is not allowed. This one remembers well,” Alatus looked lost in 
thought, his voice even and unfeeling. 


“Until tomorrow adeptus”’. 
Morax swept aside the woven cloth and suddenly Alatus found himself alone. 


Alatus sat still on the bed the room disturbed only with his breath, and stars blinked softly through 
the window. He picked idly at the bandages Lady Guizhong wrapped expertly around his injuries 
and glanced at the vial of medication that sat innocently on the bedside. 


“This one does not require it,” Alatus whispered to himself before tucking his head to his knees. 


Chapter 4 


Chapter Notes 


Seeing as I had no work today, and it was honestly much too hot to do really anything, 
I wrote some more for you guys! In the wonderful comfort of my A/C. 
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Take Flight on Golden Wings 


The night was vicious in its length, and Alatus bared it with familiarity. He sat huddled up stiffly 
on the overly soft bed and breathed deeply through his mouth, his neck had long gone stiff from 
being shoved between his knees. But still Alatus endured. 


The overwhelming and tantalizing smell of dreams wafted in through the windows and caused his 
mouth to salivate in its desire. He could almost taste the nauseating saccharin on his tongue, and oh 
how he hates the way is stomach clenched in want. 


“Tt is not allowed” Alatus whispered to himself. 


Not all of the mortals that slept so peacefully in their beds, had dreamt of good. The caustic burns 
of nightmares too encircled the boy, tempting him to consume, to do as he was created to do. 


“Tt is not allowed” He whispered to himself once more. 


Once upon a long time ago, Alatus would consume the evil of the nightmares and bring 
peacefulness to the peoples. However, nightmares are still dreams are they not? So surely Alatus 
must not consume those either. It was strange that Alatus craved the acrid taste of the nightmares. 
How he so desperately wanted to wash the sweetness of dreams from his memories and go back to 
a time when he was not as he is now. Wanted to play his flute to the swaying trees and to dance 
along the morning breeze. 


Wanted freedom; wanted to live an existence not plagued with the bones of regret. 


Alatus dug dull fingernails into the soft skin at the back of his neck and scrunched further in the 
macabre ball he created of himself. His body nothing more than jutting bone and translucent skin 
draped in white cloth. 


Sitting here now, he was not a mighty and illuminated beast. 
Sitting here now, he was not the feared bloodhound of Azlin. 
Sitting here now, he was not the murderer of Gods. 

Sitting here now, he was Alatus. 


He was nothing more than a boy scorned so harshly in his existence. He was coveted and tortured 
in his abilities to devour. He was disadvantageous in naivety and paid high price for his trust. He 
wonders, sometimes, how his life would have differed had he not been lured by the honeyed voice 
of his late mistress. 


How would he live? 

Would he still sit on that hill watching over his village, keeping the worst away from them? 
Would he have died, too weak to fight the miasma of war? 

What would he have been without the power granted by servitude? 


Alatus wanted to know, so desperate in his pursual of the past, that he could do nothing but fear the 
future. 


He wondered, had he not joined Lady Azlin, would he still come to despise his existence? Or 
would he find comfort in his heartbeat instead of contempt? 


The night moved ever slowly and Alatus wondered if his will was strong enough to endure. Lady 
Azlin never starved him of dreams of any kind, and even if she had, Alatus was not permitted to 
rest near the people. Never before had he had to resist a temptation as sweet as this. 


“Tt is not allowed,” He whispered to himself once more. 


“Tt is not allowed,” He whispered throughout the night, a soothing mantra to his mind. A balm to 
the ever-scorching wounds of desire. Never before had he wished the sun would rise quicker. 


Night dragged ever long, and it was too the little bird's great relief that the sun began to peak over 
the horizon. It had been so long since Alatus has last witnessed a sunrise. He was tempted to gather 
at the window and watch the earth awaken once more. Cowardice kept him rooted in place, not 
wanting to anger his new master in ignorance to the rules. 


Was this a rule? Alatus can’t remember. 

‘Don’t eat dreams.’ 

‘Don’t leave the assembly’. 

‘Back by sundown or in the charge of a trusted one’. 
‘No weapons, but fight is required when called,’ 


There is nothing about what one should be doing. What are the rules Alatus is to follow when 
battle does not scourge the honorable Gods land? Alatus bit through the softness of his lip in 
thought, taking no heed to the pain. Morax made no mention for Alatus to stay in his room, but 
also failed to mention what Alatus was permitted to do outside of it. 


Maybe...maybe Alatus can visit the big tree again. There did not seem to be a negative reaction to 
his being there, and the quietness was most comfortable in the chaos. 


But, but when Alatus returned Morax seemed displeased. So, maybe Alatus was not permitted. 
He should wait here and follow orders. 
Yes, that is the purpose that Alatus was created for. He is duty bound an nothing more. 


A small knock resounded through the room, his ears alerted to the tiny sound, and Alatus was 
quick to bow in preparation of the guest's arrival. He could feel the power of Lady Guizhong 
beyond the woven door, and felt his fear diminish slightly in the similar power. 


She has not hurt him, so perhaps Alatus can hope for safety. 
‘ yet’ Supplied his traitorous mind. 


Yes, she has not hurt him... yet. Lady Azlin caught this little bird with softness too, and it was only 
a matter of time that the falsity wore thin, and Alatus was once again used in ways more 
appropriate to his station. 


The small little knock rang through the room once more, and Alatus raised from his bow in 
confusion. 


‘Why does she not enter?’ 
“ Are you awake little bird?” Came Guizhong’s lovely voice, 


“Yes, mist...yes miss Guizhong. This one is awake,” Alatus replied, his tongue tripping on the 
courtesy the lady has given so freely. 


“Ts it alright if I come in?” 
“Yes, miss Guizhong. The honorable one need not ask the permission of this lowly one”. 


Guizhong swept back the curtain and made her way in to the room. Morax was not with her, and 
without the suffocation presence of his power and might, Alatus felt more at ease in the God of 
Dusts company. 


“This is your room child. It would be most rude for me to enter without your say,” 
“But...” Guizhong help up a small hand, halting his refusal. 


“T understand this is hard for you little bird, and I understand that healing is not a linear process; It 
is long and winding. I know you to be confused and scared. I know we will not meet tranquility 
after a such short time, but I will try my best to teach you. Help you to learn and grow proper as 
you should have. This I promise little bird”. 


“Yes, miss Guizhong”’. 


Alatus dared not to rebuttal, knowing intimately the consequence of defying a God. Though the 
lady Guizhong did not radiate the same overwhelming power of Morax, nor did she exude the same 
encompassing malevolence of Lady Azlin she still bored the power of those that allied beside her. 


Alatus was very intimate in the knowledge on what the followers of Gods can do. He has spilt the 
blood of many Gods, and their people hold the grudges in their place. 


Guizhong smiled sadly, as if she knew the thought that spread poison through the boys’ mind. 


“May I tend to your injuries little bird?” She took a seat beside the bed, and waited patient for a 
response. 


Alatus looked confused. 


“The honorable one may do as she so pleases,” he said in befuddlement blinking quickly and tilting 
his head in silent question to the God. 


“No, I may not. This body is yours and if you wish I not touch you, then I shall not,” she said 
sternly, really wanting the boy to make the choice alone. “If you would prefer to tend to injury 
alone then I will supply you with what is needed, I only ask to supervise so that they may be tended 


to proper”. 


“This one has never tended to ones’ injuries before.” Alatus said quietly, looking to Guizhong for 
guidance. 


“That’s alright. ’ ve been told I am an excellent teacher. I can guide you if that is your desire”. 


“J... do not wish....” Alatus trailed off, his voice colored with hesitation. He looked to Guizhong 
quickly before lowering his eyes back to his lap, a soft unsure hum vibrating in his abused throat. 


Guizhong did not prompt him, just kept her hands atop her knees, and closed her eyes in patience. 


“Will...Would this honorable one help this one?” Alatus bit his lip again refusing to lift his gaze. 
Afraid to see the Gods face. How he feared to look and see anger, or disgust. What would he do if 
he were to look and see a predatory gaze like the one Lady Azlin would wear when she caught 
Alatus in trap and was about to relish in his punishment. 


“Yes, little bird. I would be honored to help one such as you,” 


The process of changing out his wound dressings took much longer to do than the night prior. 
Guizhong taking the time to properly explain everything she was doing. When and where she was 
going to touch, how to clean out the injuries, and how to wrap the bandages. She told him how 
tight to bind them, and how to knot them correctly. She explained the medicinal paste and 
everything that goes into. How to apply it evenly and how it works. 


Alatus was confused at the lengthy explanations but did not dare question. She was meticulous in 
her work, and the young adeptus was in silent awe of her skill and tolerance when dealing with 
something such as he. 


“Why...2” 


Alatus had not meant to utter that small insignificant word and the moment it came to life upon his 
breath, he flinched away harshly. Guizhong pulled her hands away as if burned by the action, and 
made no move to touch him again. 


“T’m sorry!” Alatus curled into his practiced bow and awaited punishment for his transgression. 


When no hand struck him, no magic battered against him Alatus raised his head with apprehension. 
He understood of course. Perhaps this God would like to see his face when punishment was doled 
out. Lady Azlin did that sometimes; would make Alatus look her in the eyes as she hurt him. 


“My apologies, have I hurt you?” Lady Guizhong asked, her voice overcome with apprehension. 
Alatus....did not understand. 

“No miss Guizhong,” He replied. 

“Have I touched somewhere you did not like?” She asked. 

“No miss Guizhong,” He replied. 


“Forgive me little bird but I do not understand. Why have you flinched away. If I have upset or hurt 
you, I wish you would tell me. I have no desire to bring you harm, if this is too much you can tell 
me to stop, I will heed you”. 


“The lady has made no such fault”. 


“Little bird? You may speak freely,” She whispered, reaching her hand out slowly and stroking her 
hand across his cheek. The action was maternal in nature and Alatus was flustered by the 
affectionate action. 


“Why... does the honorable one explain to this lowly being?” 


Guizhong sighed heavily through her nose and placed the medical supplies on the bed side table. 
Her hand reached slowly to Alatus’ face, and lifted his chin until his golden orbs met her silver. 
She smiled reassuringly and stroked her thumb across the softness of his chin. 


“There are no lowly beings here child,” She reassured gently. “I explain so that should you wish to 
care for your injuries alone, one might do so confidently and correctly, nothing more. There is no 
such thing as too much knowledge, and something such as this should be known to all” 


“Okay,” Alatus still did not seem confident in the knowledge shared to him. Still did it confuse him 
that something like he would be privy to knowledge of self-survival. However, Alatus knew the 
repercussions of defying a God, and so he took the words with a grain of salt. And let the topic 
drop. He was let off easy and one ought not look a gift horse in the mouth. Alatus kept his mouth 
shut. 


Lady Guizhong resumed her work, even slower still, lest she spook the boy, and her explanations 
began once more. Alatus listened with rapt attention. Never has he been permitted to learn, and the 
Lady seems most eager to share in her knowledge, and in fact was most delighted that Alatus was 
to learn. 


Perhaps, he thought, this was really just so she would not have to care for him anymore. Honorable 
ones should not sully their hands with the skin of the tainted. 


She paused at the small cuts at the back of his neck where his fingers scrapped away at skin. She 
she ran the cloth over broken skin, removing the dried blood and smoothed over the sweet 
medicinal smelling paste. 


“You have hurt yourself when we were gone,” She whispered sadly. “You scratched at your neck, 
and your lip was swollen, did something happen last night?” 


“No miss Guizhong,” Alatus answered quietly. His stomach clenched in apprehension. He did not 
lie per say, yet he did not tell her the torture he braved at the threat of dreams that hung heavy in 
the air that night. How hard he had to hold himself back from becoming the monstrous moniker 
that followed him since he first came to be Lady Azlins dog. 


“You can tell me; I would do everything in my power to make it easier on you. I know this is, well 
that this is difficult”. 


“This one is alright miss Guizhong. Iam most humbled by your generosity, but this one does not 
need anything”, he bowed low again. 


Guizhong hummed softy under her breath, but ultimately let the subject be. He would tell her if 
something was wrong. 


Right? 


“There we are, all finished.” Guizhong clapped her hands once, and began to pack away her 
supplies into a bamboo woven basket. “I shall leave these supplies here should you require them 
and [ am not available.” 


Alatus nodded, his eyes tracking her movements as she placed the basket on the table in the back of 
the room. When she returned, she pulled another vial from her pouch, this one yellowed in color. 


“This one is just for pain,” She explained offering it to the boy. Alatus shook his head and bowed 
lightly to the Lady. 


“This one does not require it is miss Guizhong. One need not waste on this being”. 


“Tt is not a waste little bird. I shall keep it on me then, and if you feel you need it, do let me 
know”. 


“Yes,” Alatus answered, though he had no intentions of burdening his new mistress any further. 
“Alright, let's get going then, I think a nice meal would be a good way to start the day hm?” 


She stood and made her way to the door, standing beside the entry way as she waited for Alatus. 
The boy in question scrambled from his bed once he realized he was meant to follow. The two 
made their way through the streets still waking. There were few people about, most of them 
clenched their jaws and adamantly refused to look at the duo, whilst others glared in antipathy. 


Guizhong made sure to remain at the little birds' side, lest they encounter the same issue as last 
time. She was relatively confident that the villagers would not make repeat of their actions but one 
was better off safe than sorry as the saying goes. 


“T would like to offer my apologies in advance little bird,” Guizhong said as they broke away from 
the streets and on a secluded path that led upwards to a pair of stone steps. “The other adepti will 
be in attendance to this meal. Morax thought it best for them to meet you. It is not all of them, but it 
is many.” 


Alatus tucked his head to his chest and continued following behind the God of dust. He did not say 
anything, really there was no point in arguing or denying something that already was set in motion. 
If Morax so wishes it, Alatus will endure it. 

“T told him it was rather unfair, but he insisted, saying the other adepti deserve to know of you,” 


She stopped walking, and Alatus too tucked away in his mind did not notice until he stumbled into 
her back. He yelped and leapt away, dropping low at the waist. 


“Ah, my apologies!” Guizhong laughed slightly under her breath, she turned to look at the boy and 
her eyes grew saddened once again. “Stand little bird, there was no offence here.” 
Alatus stood, his eyes still downcast. 


“T think it best if you were to sit between myself and Madame ping, are you alright with that?” 


“Yes, miss Guizhong,” Truly Alatus had no fault in the seating arrangement. Both women were 
gentle in nature and easier to breath around. However, sitting between two people makes escape a 
fair bit more difficult. 


No, Alatus thought. Morax requests this meal, and so one must not leave until granted permission 
to do so. 


Alatus will endure as he has done in the past. 


When the pair began to walk once more it unfortunately did not take long to arrive. Alatus had 
tightened his muscles with each step until they burned and ached at the tension. He tried to relax, 
took in deep breaths and twisted at fingers in an attempt to ground himself, yet nothing worked. 


The effect of their arrival was near instantaneous. Multiple eyes peered at them, and Guizhong took 
it in stride smiling to the group before her. She placed a hand between Alatus’ shoulder blades 
intent to guide him to the table, but the moment the pressure of her hand reached his back, he 
snarled and backed away from her. 


Many of the adepti stood quickly. Weapons summoned to their person. 


“Peace,” Guizhong held a hand up to the hostile group before turning her back to them 
completely. 


Alatus had crouched down to his haunches head tucked to his knees. He looked as if he was trying 
to hide himself from their stares, but it did no good when there was nothing there to shield him. His 
shoulders quivered but he did not make a sound. 


“T’m sorry. I should have asked before touching you,” She whispered to the boy. 
Alatus just shook his head that of which was still tucked tightly in his knees. 


“Guizhong!” A womans voice scorned loudly in reprimand and Alatus trembled harder still. 


“Peace, Retainer,” Came Guizhong’s gentle reply, she had not turned away from the boy on the 
ground, “It is well.” 


“He tried to attack you, my lady!” Came the voice of another, this one male, the tones were 
wizened and rich. 


“Peace, Moon Carver, I am well. I startled him nothing more’. 

“Quite a reaction to one being startled my lady,” came the reply. 
Guizhong ignored them group behind her, and whispered softly to the boy. 
“Are you alright little bird?” 

Alatus said nothing, tucking his body further making his spine pop. 


“T apologize for touching unprompted,” She sat fully on the ground, hoping to ease the boy's 
growing anxiety. 


Still, Alatus said nothing. 
“Little bird? I wish you would look at me”. 


Alatus flinched before slowly lifting his head, and Guizhong felt awful at the reaction. She had not 
meant it to be an order, yet her little bird has taken it as such. When his eyes met hers, they were 
hazy and clouded over, evident that the boy was not completely within his mind. 


“T am sorry, I did not mean to cause you upset,” 


“This one apologizes. This one did not mean to act in such a vile manner in the Prescence of an 
honorable one,” HIs voice sounded dead to Guizhong’s ears. 


“T think you reacted just as you should have. Our bodies and minds have a funny way of keeping us 
safe that way. It is alright child”. She stroked his head and Alatus gave a small flinch before 
relaxing at the touch that has been becoming more familiar as of late. 


““Adeptus,” Came the dulcet tone of Morax and Alatus whipped his head to attention. 


Guizhong scowled. 

“Yes, master?” Alatus bowed to him in waiting. 
“Come take a seat, won’t you?” 

“Yes, master’. 


Alatus stood, Guizhong right beside him. She pointed to the table, not wanting to guide him with 
touch, but still wanting him to know that she was there for him, and there was no intention of her 
leaving. 


“The seat beside Madame Ping. Do you see it?” She asked to him quietly. 


“Yes,” He replied making his way over to the proffered seat, Guizhong following in step behind 
him, and took the seat to his left. 


Silence descended on the table, and Alatus picked at the skin of his fingers making the bruised 
skin irritated and bloody once more. Ping, who had noticed the action was quick to clasp his hands 
in hers, intent on stopping the self-destructive behavior. Alatus tensed under the contact, but began 
to squeeze rhythmically at her hands. Ping squeezing back. 


“Welcome adeptus, I would like to introduce you formally to my adepti. Should you not be at your 
home come sundown, these are the ones that you are to stay near,” Morax gestured widely to the 
table before looking at Alatus once more. 


“Yes, master”. Came his conditioned reply. Fear knotted at his stomach at the guarded and 
downright angry looks he was receiving. 


‘It is best to be in the house’, Thought the young adeptus. 
“This is Cloud Retainer, Mountain Shaper, Moon Carver and Sky bracer”’. 


Each adepti bowed their head in turn of their introduction. They did not bow to Alatus, but instead 
to Morax. Cloud Retainer was a crane, as was Mountain shaper yet that is where the similarities 
end. Retainer was white with blue accents, whilst Shaper was Brown tinted in reds. Their glorious 
wings caused a tightness in Alatus’ chest. Would his ever look like that? 


The other two were stag like creatures. Carver a brown in body but his mane full of rich greens, 
burnt yellows and darkened reds. Sky bracer was blue with the most magnificent pair of antlers 
one would ever set eyes upon that glowed faintly in the morning sun. 


“These are my Yakshas. There are many more of them, yet these four serve as my military leaders. 
You have already become acquainted with Bosacius and Indarias. The other two are Menogias, and 
Bonanus. 


Menogias was hulking in frame but his face seemed rather gentle. His hair was dark and long 
reaching well down his back, the ends glowed yellow. 


Bonanus was rather small in comparison, perhaps even smaller than Alatus himself. Her hair was 
blue and there were two horns that sprouted proudly from her head. Her hands were large and 
clawed, but they seemed to fit her in a way that really shouldn’t have made sense. 


“And you know of Madame Ping”. 


The old woman squeezed his hand and sent him a reassuring smile. 
“Yes, master’. 


An uncomfortable silence stretched over them, and Alatus wanted nothing more than to flee. 

He was raised in solitude and such is why he craves it. Many eyes were trained on him, distrust and 
anger burning bright in their eyes and the young adeptus hunched over in his seat avoiding the 
aggressive stare of his company. 


“How was the morning patrol?” Guizhong asked, directing her question to the beings around the 
table, hoping to pull the attention away from the youngest guest. 


“Tt was uneventful my lady,” Came the calm voice of Menogias. He brought his attention 
hesitantly away from the young boy and looked towards his lady. “Few monsters, but they were 
weak in power and number”. 


“Ah, wonderful. It has been much calmer as of late. I fear we might grow comfortable if this 
should continue.” She giggled slightly, raising her draping sleeve to her mouth to cover the amused 
smile. 


“The plains grow calm because our dearest Morax has invited the executioner to our table,” Cloud 
retainer scoffed. Her feathers puffed out and she let out a screeching trill. 


Alatus let out a distressed chirp and ducked further down, his forehead brushing the edge of the 
table. 


Cloud retainer and Mountain Shaper looked quickly to the young boy and their feathers ruffled. 
When the boy did not make the noise again, they relaxed. Their gazes softened slightly, but there 
was still mistrust hidden in their depths. 


“T saw too a victim of Azlin. Guili offers peace and respite to those who seek it, and such the boy 
was brought to heal”. Morax said calmly, he was eating rather leisurely a bowl of soup that was 
flavored nicely with lotus heads and egg. Nothing too heavy but substantial none the less. 


“The boy wanted to come here! To tear us apart from the inside! Lady Azlin had been after the 
land for centuries and a loyal dog will always do her bidding,” Moon carvers voice was adamant, 
and he stomped his hoof in agitation. 


“Peace Carver,” came the steady voice of Sky Bracer. 
“You would defend the boy?” Came the incredulous reply. 
“T would stop you from making yourself a fool at Rex Lapis’ table,” came the easy reply. 


“T did not ask the boy if he would like refuge. He was rather in a... state, when Lady Azlin met her 
end”. Morax admitted, glancing at up from his meal. 


“So, ask him! What so does our guest desire?” Came the pompous tone of Mountain Shaper. 


“Very well,” Came Morax’s reply, he turned his attention to Alatus who stared determined at the 
stone table below him. “Young adeptus, do you wish to stay in the assembly? Alatus scrunched his 
eyebrows. 


“The contract one has signed says one must stay in the borders of the assembly until one has 
healed,” Came the monotonous tone of the boy. 


“Yes, but if the contract was absolved, would you stay in the assembly? 
“This one.... does not understand?” He whispered. 


“If you were not bound by the rules of a contract, would you like to stay in the Guili Assembly, or 
would you leave?” He asked again. 


“This one... This one does not know master,” Alatus fingers trembled and Ping squeezed them 
reassuringly. 


“Do you have a place of which you would like to be instead?” He questioned. 
“This one does not know master,” came the reply. 
“Ts there somewhere you lived before to which you would return,” 


“This one lived in the domain of Lady Azlin. This one.... this one does not wish to return to such”. 
Alatus whispered, but the dragons' ears picked it up all the same. 


“And did you live somewhere before that?” 


“Yes...?” The answer was phrased as a question. Alatus was sure he lived somewhere before Lady 
Azlin; he remembers meeting her most clearly than anything else. He knows there was a village, 
but what was the name? Where did it sit? 


“You sound unsure”, Morax stated leaning forward on his elbows. 

“This one does not remember where one lived before. I am sorry master,” came his solemn reply. 
“Then I shall ask you again. Would you have chosen to stay within the plains of Guili?” 

“This one does not know where else one would go”. 


“There you have your answer then,” Morax said, resuming his meal once more; ignorant of the 
complaint that rose up around him from his most loyal and trusted friends. 


“Enough of this talk now,” Madame ping cut into the chatter, her voice was still gentle but had 
authority stinging in its undertone. “Best we eat before the food grows cold”. 


The many adepti present bowed rather reluctantly to their senior and tucked into their meals. Alatus 
made no move to eat at the plate of food that sat before him. The smells that mixed in the air, and 
his already anxious stomach grew nauseous at the aroma. The conversation before still sat heavy 
on his chest, and Alatus wanted nothing more than this to be over. 


He would endure, he told himself. You have before and you shall again. 


Soon enough an easy chatter rose amongst the occupants and Alatus was able to sink away into the 
background. There were questions on how their families were, how their patrols went. Told stories 
to each other about recent outings or gave reviews on new dishes they tried. Gave run downs on 
machines they had built and gardens they tended. To anyone else, the idle chatter would have been 
soothing in the white noise of voices, but not for Alatus. 


Never was anything easy for Alatus. 


He felt as if his skin was on too tight. Like nails scrapping his bones, and insects buzzing in his 
brain. He was sweating and he became very aware of his heart beat, drumming staccato against his 


ribcage. His breathing was too shallow and too fast and too much to deal with. 
Alatus wanted to leave. 


“Are you not hungry?” Came the joyous voice of Guizhong. She made motion to the plate in front 
of him. “Those are jade parcels; I think they should be light enough for you to eat. Normally they 
are made with jueyun chili’s, but I didn’t add those this time,” She smiled as Alatus reached a 
shaking had to the bun like food. 


He took a small bite, and chewed. Instantly the meat inside releases a juice that tasted like iron on 
his tongue. His mind was no longer sat around a table, but stuck on a battle field, the blood of 
innocents staining his lips, and coating his taste buds like a virus. Screams echoed in his head. 


Alatus dropped the parcel, and began to scratch at his wrist, the phantom metal of chains was there 
rubbing his skin raw. He stopped chewing altogether and swallowed the piece of food whole. It 
pushed at his throat uncomfortably and settled in his stomach like stone. 


Alatus gagged. 


Guizhong was quick to pull the food away, and help him from the table. He stumbled away, his 
eyes blurred heavy with tears and he could not see anything other than a sickening blur of color he 
was distantly aware of himself being lowered to the ground, and he complied not really in control 
of his body anyway. He was aware of raised voices and a hand petting through his hair. 


Alatus heaved again and bubbling bile felt from his lips. The small bit of food he consumed falling 
from his stomach quickly. 


“Tt’s alright,” Someone whispered in the boys' ear, and he thought it to be the God of Dust but his 
mind was betraying him so he wasn’t very sure. 


His body continued to heave, bringing up foaming bile and globs of spit. His trachea burned and his 
stomach was cramped and painful. Alatus was very aware of his arms trembling beneath him, and 
was very sure that he would have fallen forward if it weren’t for someone's hand pushing upwards 
on his shoulder. 


Alatus whined high in his throat, shaking his head against the images that burned bright behind his 
eye lids. 


“Just get it out. It’s okay. I’m here with you, it’s alright”. Came the voice again and Alatus sobbed 
at the kindness. 


Soon enough nothing else came up from his stomach, but still his body heaved. It was unpleasant 
and painful and Alatus wished more than anything that it would stop. 


Eventually it did stop, and Alatus sat choking on tears instead of bile. Gentle hands wrapped 
around his shoulders and guided him towards a soft chest, a heartbeat thrummed beneath his ear. 
Alatus whined at the feeling of hands on his back, and the same kind voice shushed him gently. 


“No... back... no,” Choked out Alatus wanting so desperately for the touch to go away but not 
being able to pull his thoughts enough together to make a sentence proper. 


He felt the hands move from his back, one settling softly on his hair and the other coming to rest 
on his thigh, their thumb rubbing circles. Alatus keened high in his throating and sobbed in relief. 
He felt a pair of lips rest against the shell of his ear in an imitation of a kiss, and was distantly 
aware of the small repetitive shooshing noises, his body rocking side to side in the gentlest of 


movements. 


“T think next time a simple ‘I don’t like it’, will suffice hm?” The voice whispered sadly to him, 
pressing their lips more firmly to his ear. Alatus shuddered at the touch. 


It felt an eternity before Alatus came back from where he had wandered. The table was empty; 
plates still full of half-eaten food. Morax stood a few feet from Alatus, his eyes were narrowed 
slightly in confusion and his horns pulsed rhythmically a glowing light. Lifting his eyes, it became 
clear that the one that sat with Alatus had indeed been Lady Guizhong. She smiled when she saw 
his eyes shine in recognition. 


“Welcome back little bird,” She whispered, pushing the fringe of his hair from his eyes. 


Alatus sat slowly, pulling himself from Guizhong’s lap in a tangle of shaking limbs. The tips of his 
ears burned with embarrassment and he bowed his head to the God. He looked to Morax and made 
an attempt to drop to a proper bow before his master, but gentle hands on his shoulder halted his 
movements. 

Alatus looked back to the lady in confusion. 


“None of that child. Just rest, okay?” She smiled. 


Morax came slowly to stand before the pair, his footsteps muted by the grass. He hesitated a 
moment before taking a seat beside Guizhong, her action immediate as she leant her head against 
the Warrior Gods shoulder. The dragon placed an unsure hand upon Alatus’ head and the little bird 
flinched, and looked to his God through long lashes. Morax made no attempt to move his hand, 
just let it rest heavy on the dark locks of Alatus’ hair. 


“Are you well now?” Came Morax’s low voice, tinted heavily in uncertainty. 

“This one apologizes,” Alatus’ voice was raw and it cracked harshly on his words. 

“No need for apologies,” Guizhong whispered. 

“This one apologizes,” Alatus said once more. 

“To what do you apologize?” Questioned Morax. 

“This one has wasted the food the honorable ones have given him. This one apologizes”’. 


“You need not apologize for getting sick”. Guizhong said looking sternly at Morax, almost daring 
him to disagree. 


“She is right. One has no control over sickness. An apology is not needed,” came Morax’s reply. 


Alatus looked unsure, glancing softly to the two gods before him and began to chew on the inside 
of his cheek. What, did they want him to say? Alatus shifted leaning all of his weight heavily on 
one hip. As he shifted, he felt the fingers of Morax’s hand jostle through his hair as if in some 
mimicry of comfort. Morax still had not moved his hand, and Alatus grew comfortable with the 
weight of it in his hair. 


“This one apologizes,” the young adeptus said, not quite knowing how to rectify the scene he had 
caused. Both Gods sighed and Alatus clenched his eyes shut against the noise. 


“Accepted,” Said Morax finally removing his hand and standing from the ground. 


He reached a hand to Lady Guizhong, who took it and was pulled effortlessly to his feet. He then 
offered a hand to Alatus who furrowed his brows in confusion. He looked to Guizhong for 
guidance. She smiled, and nodded her head towards the out stretched hand, and so Alatus places 
his boney fingers into the warm palm of the Warrior God. 


He too was pulled effortlessly to his feet, and he stumbled against the gravity pulling down at his 
body. 


“Everyone has returned to their duties as must we,” The God of Contracts spoke. 


“Yes,” Replied lady Guizhong, who offered her arm to the young adeptus. “Would you like to stay 
with one of us, or did you have somewhere you would like to go?” She asked cheerfully, trying to 
raise the somber mood. 


Alatus thought of the quiet gingko tree. He bit his lip in thought and apprehension. 
“Speak freely... little bird,” Came the dulcet tones of Rex Lapis. 
Alatus jumped at the name that sprung free from his masters' lips. 


“T would... this one would like to visit the tree again,” He whispered, glancing down at his feet. 
Still barefoot his toes dug softly into the soil. 


“Tree?” Questioned Guizhong. 
“The...the big tree.” Alatus muttered, not quite sure if the location had a proper name. 
“Ah, alright,” Said Morax. “Just be sure to remember the parameters of your contract,” 


“Yes master, this one will be back by sundown”. 


chapter 5 


Chapter Notes 


The number of times I spelled Alatus' name wrong in this chapter is astonishing. I 
think I fixed them all, but maybe let me know if you see anymore? 


Take Flight on Golden Wings 


Alatus stared at the two Gods before him, giving them plenty of time to change their minds about 
letting him off leash. Neither one spoke out and he cautiously backed away from them, a green 
vapor cocooned around his small frame, and he left to the big tree quickly. 


The two Gods left behind stood silent, looking to the location the boy stood just moments before. 
Guizhong stood beside the man and hooked her arm around Morax’s leaning heavy into his side. 
The God of Contracts took the contact in stride, not shifting from his position, but taking her 
weight easily. Guizhong turned her face into his shoulder and pressed a kiss to his arm, sighing in 
resignation to the situation at hand. 


“I messed up,” Guizhong whispered sadly, her eyes misty in regret. 
“You have not”. Came the reply of the man beside her. 
“T made him sick Zhongli, I thought those would be easy on him, yet I made him ill’. 


“Zhongli? You have not called me that since the boy was brought to the assembly.” He 
commented easily; humming in question under his breath. 


“You did not deserve such familiarity; you were being much too strict on that boy”. 
“T was protecting the assembly”. 


“You are protecting it from the wrong being. That boy does not strive to harm,” she said, looking 
up into his amber eyes. 


“He may not strive for harm, yet he is volatile in his unpredictability. 
“He is afraid.” 
“Fear is most dangerous in those who have no control of it.” 


Guizhong sighed and removed her arm from his. She gathered her long dragging skirts and sat 
rather unceremoniously on the ground, she patted the grass beside her, and Morax sighed before 
taking a seat. The lady said nothing for a moment, her eyes transfixed on the clouded sky above 
her. She searched their pictures, read them like hieroglyphics hoping to find the answers to 
everything that life has been throwing unto her recently. 


Unfortunately, the clouds did not offer much in their wisdom, but they did well to sooth her 
frazzled mind. 


Morax sat still beside her, his eyes were not fixed upon the sky, but to the God that sat anxious 
beside him. He could feel her body tremble in self-doubt and uncertainty. 


“Your heart is too heavy with the consequences of love,” Morax said, bringing her hand to his 
mouth and placed a kiss upon her fingers. “It clouds your judgment. You know as well as I that he 
needs to be watched.” 


“He needs to be guided,” Came her quick rebuttal. 
“Can one not do both?” 


“T suppose the option is viable...” Guizhong trailed off, playing with Rex’s long fingers, tracing the 
golden patterns that wove around them 


“Hm, and you are supposed to be the intelligent one”. 


“Tam. Your head is still full of rocks,” She closed her eyes and sighed once more. “Yet, I suppose 
this time I must admit you’ re correct. I just wish...” 


She trailed off, once more looking to the sky. She wished what? Wished that he would have 
bounced back miraculously when out of the Hands of Azlin? The notion alone is preposterous, one 
does not heal overnight after eons of ruin. No, she just wishes him healthy. Healthy and loved 
anything else can come after. 


“A benevolent wish such as that is sure to come to fruition. Although Teyvat is sheathed in the 
blankets of war, kindness and compassion is known to turn the tide”. 


“You don’t even know what I wished for, silly dragon”. She swatted him on his chest and laughed 
heartily. 


“This one does not need to hear your voice to know your heart”. 
“Romantic,” She giggled stretching upwards to place a kiss to his cheek. 


“Yes, I would hope so, you have gone to great lengths to teach me the intricacies of the heart,” 
Came Morax’s rumbling voice. 


“You still are quite terrible. Especially at comfort. We should work on that next I believe,” She 
giggled pushing her shoulder in to his. 


“T offered the adeptus comfort, and even used his preferred name. Offer your presence, that is what 
you have taught me is it not?” Came his inquisitive voice. 


Guizhong laughed heartily. 


“Yes, I suppose I did use those words. We shall work on it together, rock for brains”. Guizhong 
laid back in the grass, intent to cloud watch until their council meeting later that morning. It would 
do no good to attend already stressed. “Come down here and exist beside me,” She pulled at the 
white cloak that Morax bore. 


“Of course, my lady”. 


The two laid prone in the damp grass, Guizhong pointing out shapes in the clouds, creating stories 
for them as she went. She had cuddled her way into his side, laying her cheek on his chest content 
to stay exactly as she was. She breathed in deep memorizing his scent of tilled soil; Petrichor and 


osmanthus. It was calming and Guizhong relished in the comfort. 
“What do you think it was that made him ill?” She whispered in the fabric of his cloak. 


“An answer I’m afraid I do not have.” 


When Alatus returned to the big tree, he breathed deep. Inhaled the rich air and listened as the 
welkin rang cheerfully with bird song as accompaniment. It was peaceful and Alatus took the 
moment to walk tranquil to the tree, reveling in the feeling of... not freedom exactly. Tis not 
freedom when one is bound by another, and he would not call this privilege it is more of a leeway. 


Yes, thought Alatus, this is a leeway. He is given a small little morsel of autonomy. A tiny little 
taste of something that he had been missing his entire life, just enough for him to taste the sweet 
sucrose or possibility, but enough to keep him a dependent pet, guided by the hands of his master. 


He was almost at the base of the tree when he felt the presence of another. It was not malicious or 
vindictive, not like what Alatus had come to expect from the peoples of the assembly. This essence 
was not bad, and Alatus was very sure they had not noticed him yet. Perhaps there was still time 
for him to leave. He could leave and find somewhere else that was quiet and kind, and somewhere 
alone. 


He thought, but there was nowhere else Alatus could go. Knew of nowhere else, save the tree he 
stumbled upon by chance, and the room that the honorable ones have so kindly offered for his use. 


Alatus did not want to be in that room. Did not want to be enclosed by unfamiliar walls and 
surrounded by the people who have come to despise the very breaths he takes. 


He just wanted to be alone. 
Why couldn’t he just be alone? 


He had stood frozen. He did not move towards the tree but in return he could not find the will to 
leave it either. This is where he told his master he would be. If he leaves to somewhere else, should 
he tell the honorable Morax, or the Lady Guizhong? Alatus didn’t know and the uncertainty crept 
up with like an icy fog, griping tightly to his lungs and squeezing. What were the rules regarding 
this? 


What were the consequences should he not make the correct choice? 


Alatus dropped down to his haunches and hugged his legs in uneasiness, he chewed the dry skin 
from his bottom lips and tossed about the options —albeit limited- about what he was expected to 
do. Eventually he came to the most realistic option. 


Morax has approved him visiting this location, and so Alatus must only visit this location should 
the master need him. When it is sundown, his master will know him to be in the room. 


‘ Yes,’ Thought Alatus, * J will stay here, because that is what the master expects of this one.’ 


He stood and his knees cracked at the release of pressure, the boy made his way slowly to the tree, 
his senses keen to the person who has yet to leave. It was a familiar power, a manifestation of 
something he is sure he has encountered before, but his fear addled mind gave no thought any 
further than keeping his distance from the unknown being. 


When he got close enough, he was able to see just who sat by the roots of the ancient gingko. It 
was one of the yakshas that Alatus had met briefly earlier today. Her name was missing from his 
mind, he knows that he knows it, but the anxiety he felt rushing through his limbs caused him 
mind to short circuit. 


The yaksha’s were scary , he thought. 


The two that he had fought in the realm of Lady Azlin were formidable and caused much injury to 
his person. They were quick and strong, and their teamwork left extraordinarily little opening for 
Alatus to get his own strikes in. Fighting them was the first time Alatus ever felt as if he would die 
upon the battlefield, and he shuddered at the thought. 


How awful it would have been to die a dog of Azlin. Awful, yet desired. Alatus could harm no one 
if he was lost the abyss. 


The person that sat by the tree was not one of those two, but one of the others. The female one, 
with the horns. He has not fought her, but her strength that thrummed through her was like a 
tsunami, and he felt as if his bones might crack beneath the pressure. 


How scary the yaksha’s were, and Alatus wished never again to cross blade with them. 


He is not sure how long he stood staring at the woman that sat so calmly, but he did not want to be 
any closer to her than already he was. He was still at the tree, right? Surely Morax could find no 
fault in this. The girl was weaving together the wildflowers that scattered around the roots, and the 
breeze carried about the soft humming as she worked. There was a little pile of flower crowns 
sitting beside her and Alatus sat to the dusty ground below, enthralled by the motion. 


How was she making those? He thought to himself, never had he seen something like that. He 
jumped to his feet at the loud gasp that echoed to his ears, the girl was looking to him now. She 
had jumped to her feet, the row of woven flowers crushed painfully in her hand. 


“How long have you been sitting there?” Her voice was soft, but the undertones were like steel 
cutting through his flesh. Her free hand clenched and unclenched as if still deciding on if to draw a 
weapon to her side. 


Alatus took a step back and shook his head making sure to keep his eyes downcast. 


“T asked you a question adeptus, how long?” Her voice hardened and Alatus again, took another 
step back and shook his head in answer. 


“Answer, why were you spying on me? Do you desire once more the thrill of battle?” She dropped 
the crushed petals to the floor and stalked closer the shivering adeptus. Alatus could do nothing 
more than back away from the enemy that stood before him 


“Answer adeptus,” She demanded again. 


“ Master Morax has given this one permission to come to the tree. This one did not know the 
mighty yaksha already laid claim. This one offers their most sincere and honest apologies for their 
most horrible error,” Alatus’ body trembled, his voice was steady however; the adeptus adept at 
the subtle nuances of apology. 


For example, when another is angry it is best to bow to them and make use of appropriate 
language. Make oneself as small as possible to appease those of higher stature. 


“Why do you call him that?” The yaksha asked, her brows were wrinkled, causing the skin between 


them to pinch. She frowned at Alatus, and he jolted. 


“This one does not understand...” He whispered, scratching insistently at his wrist, hoping to keep 
him mind from wandering away from him 


“You call Rex Lapis, master. Why do you dishonor him in such a way?” 


“This one does not understand, this one refers to the honorable Morax as master because that is... 
because that is what he is. This one would never deem to dishonor one so great,” 


“Yet you do, by the use of such a repulsive word,” Her tone was hard and sharp edged as she 
glared at the young adeptus before her. 


“This one does not understand,” Alatus tried again. Morax has not told him what it is he should be 
called. Miss Guizhong had told him to refer to the master as Rex Lapis, yet the God of contracts 
had not given the boy permission to use that term. The little bird has not received permission, and 
so he must not use it. 


“Rex lapis is a just and honorable leader. A leader, not a ruler, he does not seek to hold power for 
the sake of dominion, but for the sake of the peoples. He wishes only for the prosperity of the land, 
and to refer to him in such a way undermines everything he and Lady Guizhong hope to achieve.” 


“This one does not understand,” And truly did the words the yaksha spoke so passionately confuse 
him. Master has not told him to stop use of the title. If he were angry with the word surely by now 
Alatus would have received due punishment for his misconduct within the borders of the 
assembly. 


“Do you understand anything?” Came the incredulous reply of the yaksha. 


Alatus flinched and ducked his way into a bow, the black fringe of his hair doing well to hide the 
tears that gathered in his eyes. Alatus was not sure on how to proceed with the conversation, the 
distaste the yaksha radiated sat heavy on his shoulders, and singed into his skin in a brand of 
hatred. 


“No, this one does not understand anything,” He whispered to the soil. Maybe... maybe if Alatus 
were to admit to his stupidity the yaksha would take pity on him and let the conversation be. 


The Yashka said nothing in response, but Alatus could feel her eyes burning into him. Perhaps, it 
would have been better if Alatus had just returned once more to the room. If he were in the room, 
no one else would be there. He could have covered his ears against the discordant noise of the 
village outside his window and pretended he was alone. 


“T did not mean that. I apologize,” Came the now hesitant voice of the girl. 


Alatus furrowed his brow at the apology. She is now the second person to apologize to him. The 
little bird had found it odd when Lady Guizhong first had done so, but when she continued to 
apologize thereafter, he assumed it just her personality. But for two mighty beings to offer apology 
to the boy, it was most unheard of. 


“The mighty one need not offer apology to one as lowly as I” His voice shook in trepidation, one 
such as the yaksha’s should not lower themselves in apology to a beast such as he. 


“T do, it was rude of me to say.” 


“This one does not understand,” The girl sighed at his response. 


“T figured you would say something like that.” She closed her eyes in resignation, before looking at 
Alatus once more. He had still not risen from his bow; the curve of his body reflected the practiced 
ease of the motion. “Come sit,” she said. 


Alatus lifted his eyes to watch the blue haired yaksha make her way back to where she had been 
sitting before. She sat gracefully and picked up the flower chain she had crushed in her hand at the 
arrival of Alatus. She shook her head sadly at the mangled mess before unweaving the flower 
steams and tossing them outwards to the grass, watching them flutter back down. 


Her eyes looked to Alatus. 
“Are you not coming?” She asked with one eyebrow raised in question. 


“This one does not wish to disturb you,” Alatus answered, having to raise him voice a bit to be 
heard across the distance. 


“There is no disturbance if one has invited you.” 


Alatus walked slowly toward the gingko tree, making sure to keep his steps slow, giving plenty 
opportunity for the woman to change her mind, and alternatively giving Alatus a chance to flee if 
need be. She made no such moves however, and Alatus finally made the trek. He made sure to take 
seat as far as socially acceptable and was avoidant of her stares. He looked longingly to the 
branches above him, wanting nothing more than to be in the safety of the leaves. 


“Are you well now?” Came her once more soft tone and Alatus jumped at the sudden noise. 


Was he well? Alatus did not know what the yaksha so referred to and chose instead to keep silent. 
She has already shown aggravation at Alatus’ lack of knowledge, and he did not wish to upset her 
further. 


“Well?” She prompted, Alatus swallowed back the thick saliva that gathered heavy in his throat. 
“This one-” The yaksha held up her palm and Alatus was quick to hold his tongue. 


“You don’t understand, right. I meant; you were unwell at breakfast this morning. I ask how you 
fare now.” She said giving clarity to Alatus’ mind. 


“T am... well.” He answered uncertainly. 


The girl let her eyes roam over the emaciated form of Alatus. She took in the knobby joints and 
translucent skin that began to turn red under the morning sun. He was amassed with bruises and his 
eyes looked nations away. 


“No, you are not,” whispered the girl. “And people feel threatened by you,” She trailed off quietly. 


Alatus cocked his head to the side in confusion. 


“T am well. I have not again felt sick,” Alatus said pulling at his fingers, his voice an open 
curiosity. 


“That is...not what I meant. Sorry, I know you don’t understand.” She said shaking her head with a 
small smile. The sadness didn’t match the beauty of her face and the melancholy served no other 
purpose than to confuse Alatus even more. 


The two sat in an awkward kind of silence. It wasn’t exactly uncomfortable, but being around 
people to whom you do not know can make one perplexing to the intricacies of the mind. The 
yaksha again began her flower weaving; large, clawed hands rather adept at the movement. She 
took her time searching out the prettiest of wildflowers and plucking the stem from the earth. 
Alatus watched transfixed on the motion, the weave and knotting of the stems mesmerizing in its 
simplicity. 


She looked up from her flower crown to see the boy’s golden eyes on her hands. At first, she 
wanted to be defensive. To be wary of the boy that injured her sister —Indarias- so terribly, that 
almost tore clean through her leg. To hear of her two siblings, proclaim him as vicious and 
animalistic, and that he was aroused by the smell of bloodlust was frightening, and to hear that 
same being was brought to the assembly was concerning in its own right. 


But here now, she could not see the monster that they claimed him to be. He looked sickly, like a 
small breeze would blow him over. He was the furthest thing from animalistic, nor did 

bloodlust gleam bright in his eyes. He was scrunched in fear and he trembled but there was a 
curiosity shining in his eyes over something as mundane as a flower crown. 


Alatus looked up and met the eyes of the yaksha and flinched away, dipping his head to her in 
respect. 


“T am sorry,” He whispered. 


“For what?” She asked turning her attention back to her weaving. Alatus confused by the response 
said nothing, shifting his position and stared down at his fingers instead. 


It was quiet again. 


Alatus began to fidget where he sat, he scratched at his wrists and pulled at his fingers. His blunt 
nails picked at healing scabs and pinched at flesh. 


“You’re hurting yourself. Here, to occupy your hands,” The yaksha handed him a bundle of 
wildflowers and Alatus took them, holding them gently in his lap as to not crush their velvet petals. 


“Thank you, honorable yaksha,” Alatus mumbled, dipping his head to the one before him. 


“None of that. Just my name will suffice I should think.” She said smirking at him before turning 
her head once more to her work. She made a frustrated kind of noise, and unwove two flowers from 
her chain before beginning again. 


Alatus leaned back against the giant roots that entangled around him and ran his fingers against the 
flowers that sat in his lap. He very slowly began to relax, lulled from the quiet humming that 
sprung forth from the adeptus beside him once more. He closed his eyes against the rustling of 
leaves and relaxed content to sit there until sundown. 


“Damnit,” came a harsh whisper beside him. Alatus jumped straight and clenched his fists in habit. 
He felt the flowers crush in his hand and he uncoiled his fingers quickly. There the flowers lay on 
bent and broken; pollen smeared messily making the lines of his palm staining them yellow. 


“Sorry, did you ruin your crown?” The yaksha asked, turning to him. “I messed up mine and got a 
bit flustered. May I see it? Perhaps we can fix it.” She held her hand on to him, and Alatus stared at 
the expectant limb curiously. 


What crown? He thought before he reluctantly handed over the battered flowers. She frowned 


down at them. 
“This one apologizes mighty one.” Alatus said. 


“Hm, my name you can use it. Okay?” She reminded him and shifted through the flowers, looking 
for any that weren’t too damaged. 


“Yes...” Alatus trailed off, refusing to make eye contact. 


“Do you remember it? My name?” She asked instead, placing the flowers in her lap beside the 
woven ones that she had created. 


“No... honorable one, this one apologizes.” Alatus whispered. 


“My name is Bonanus, and Lady Guizhong called you little bird, is that correct?” she replied, and 
picked up a new bundle of flowers. Alatus nodded at her in recognition to the name and she handed 
the flowers to him once more. 


“T crushed the other ones,” he said, refusing to take the proffered plants. 


“Yes, I saw. I startled you though, so the fault was partially mine.” She grabbed the boys' hand and 
placed the flowers in it, curling his fingers manually around the stem. 


Alatus was confused at her words, how can the fault be hers if she was not the one holding the 
flowers? 


“T’m giving you these so you can make a flower crown. It’s a good way to occupy your hands.” 
She said pulling her own hands away and staring at him expectingly. He looked down at the 
flowers and the again at Bonanus. His lips were pulled to a frown and he chewed his cheek in 
consternation. 


“Crown?” He whispered. 


“You...don’t know how to make one...” The way Bonanus spoke was not in a question but a 
statement. She supposed it would make sense. Lady Azlin did not seem the type to sit around 
weaving flowers. But he must have made them when he was younger, it was such a common play 
for people to do and flowers grew abundant in the Liyue soil. 


“Sorry,” Alatus whispered, his head downcast. 


“Tt’s fine, just means I need to teach you. That’s all.” She tried to make her voice sound more 
upbeat, but the eagerness sounded too forced upon the boys’ ears. “May I,” She gestured to Alatus’ 
hands, and he nodded in confusion, offering them to her. 


Her large clawed hands dwarfed his completely. She had placed two flowers in his hands and 
manipulated his fingers around them She talked as she did so, telling him how to weave knots and 
tuck the stems, and how to turn out the flowers so they lay nicely on the outside of the crown. 
Alatus nodded, his eyes focused on their entangled fingers attempting to absorb the knowledge as 
well as the feeling of warmth. 


“There, think you can finish the rest?” She asked pulling her hands away. Alatus felt heavy with the 
loss of warmth but nodded none the less and picked up another flower to weave in. 


He worked at a much slower pace than she. When Bonanus had started on her next crown, Alatus 
was still struggling through the first. Every so often he would bite his lip and look to the yaksha for 
aid, his weaving bunching up more than they should, looking more like a ball than a crown. She 


would laugh and undo the knotting for him, and then walk him thorough how to do it once more. 


When at last he had woven in the last flower and held before him a chain he frowned. This does not 
look anything like a crown , he thought. Bonanus, who must have seen the confusion on his face 
laughed placing her own work down beside her. 


“You must knot the ends together. Be careful not to crush the flowers though, it can be a bit 
trickly,” 


Alatus made an unsure hum in his throat and looked to the girl once more, before handing her the 
chain with shaking fingers. 


“Do you want me to?” She asked taking them gently from his grasp. Alatus nodded uncertainly. 
“Alright, watch close, okay?” 


She wove the two ends together expertly before handing the chain back to the boy. Alatus took it, 
there was the barest trace of a smile on his face as he held the flowers loosely in his fingers. How 
nice it was to make something instead of destroy it. He placed it on his thigh and spread it out until 
it lay in a nice circle. It was mediocrely done, especially in comparison to the ones Bonanus had 
created. Hers were clean and the flowers were pristine in condition. The stems of Alatus’ crown 
stuck out in a few odd places, and there were more than a few bent petals, but to him it was the 
most beautiful thing he had ever seen. 


“You did really good for your first time. Keep practicing, okay?” She smiled at him and Alatus 
preened at the praise. He could almost feel as if his wings were flapping behind him in excitement. 


“Was there a reason you came to this tree little bird?” Bonanus asked, stretching her arms above 
her head and grunting at the crack of her shoulders. 


“This is where I told mast... this is where I...” He trailed off not knowing how to respond. Bonanus 
has made it clear that the use of master is detestable when speaking of the God of Contracts. 


“This is the place you told Rex Lapis you would be?” She asked as he stumbled over his words. 
Alatus nodded. 


“Yes, this is where I said one would be until I should return to the room’. 
“But why here specifically?” She asked closing her eyes 


“This is a good place,” Alatus said, running his fingers across the textured roots of the great tree. 
Bonanus did not have a response to that. Not sure if he was talking about the plains or the tree but 
he seemed content so she left him be. A nice breeze blew through ruffling their hair in its haste to 
travel. 


“Ah, I’m glad you're still here. I would have hated to go searching,” Came a cheerful voice. Alatus 
jumped to attention, but relaxed as the gentle God came more steadily into view. 


“Miss Guizhong. Wonderful to see you,” Bonanus said bowing her head with a smile as Guizhong 
made her way to sit before the two. 


“Yes, it seems like only this morning,” She laughed at her own little joke and looked to the two 
adepti before her. “All is well?” She asked concern coloring her voice. 


“Yes, we have been weaving flower crowns,” Bonanus explained to the God, hoping to ease the 


growing unrest that climbed about Guizhongs shoulders. “Why don’t you show her your crown 
little bird?” 


Alatus tilted his head to the side before offering the crooked crown the lady. Guizhong took it and 
a smile lit up her face, stretching kindly against her cheeks and crinkling her eyes. 


“This is wonderful little bird. You have made such a beautiful crown. Are you going to wear it?” 
She asked running her fingers around the weave. 


“Wear it?” Alatus asked, and looked to the two women before him. 


“Yes, as the name would suggest, one wears the crown upon their head,” Bonanus demonstrated by 
placing her own woven piece in her hair being careful to avoid her horns; she offered another to 
Lady Guizhong who followed suit, placing the flowers neatly around the bun she wore at the back 
of her hair. The God of Dust lifted Alatus crown and placed it gently on his head, he tilted his head 
back as if trying to see how it had looked on him. 


“Very handsome,” Guizhong said as she stroked his cheek. “Now, I did come for a reason”. 


Guizhong placed a small bowl before Alatus and lifted the lid. Steam wafted out and curled 
playfully around his face. In the bowl was filled high with a yellowed broth that did not release 
much of an aroma, she offered him a spoon and Alatus looked to the meal in hesitation. 


“T figured; you didn’t really eat this morning so you might have been hungry. Try it, if it is not to 
your liking you don’t have to finish it,” Guizhong said looking to Alatus expectantly. 


Alatus leant forward and took a cautious sniff. 


“T had asked Marchosius on what you should be eating, because well, apparently, I am not 
extremely knowledgeable in that department. He had suggested a plain broth to begin. So that’s 
what this is, a very light vegetable broth.” She seemed proud so Alatus dipped the spoon into the 
liquid intent on trying it so as not to disappoint miss Guizhong. 


“Um...” Alatus had said with the spoon raised to his mouth. His fingers were shaking in 
anticipation and dread, not wanting a repeat of what happened this morning. 


“Yes, little bird?” Guizhong asked, pushing her hand gently on Alatus’ wrist and making him lower 
the spoon. The trembles were causing the liquid to splash, and she did not want to risk accidental 
burn. 


“Who....Who is Marchosius?” He asked quietly, curling his naked toes beneath him with unease. 


“A friend of mine, and of the rest of the assembly as well. He is the God of Stoves and as such his 
cooking is simply amazing.” She said, beaming at the pride she felt for her friend. Alatus clenched 
his muscles tightly at the note of another God who resides within the assembly. 


“You need not fear the Stove God,” Said Bonanus, “He is gentle and kind. He loves all that live 
within the confines of the assembly and has sworn to protect them,” 


Alatus looked to her, but her words did nothing to ease the growing sense of unrest. Three Gods 
within the borders. How careful he must be not to make an error. 


“You are safe child. Eat, yes? If you don’t like it, or if you cannot finish it no one shall fault you,” 
Guizhong said, pushing the bowl closer to him. 


He brought another spoon full to his mouth and willed his fingers to stop shaking. The broth waas.... 
bland for lack of better word, and it reminded him of sucking on lotus heads. There was an 
undertone of something there but if was so faint it was almost undetectable. 


Alatus paused and let the warm food sit in the empty cavern of his stomach. He did not feel unwell, 
and the warm soup did not cause unease to his taste buds, so ever so cautiously he took another 
spoon full. 


Guizhong smiled happily beside him, bringing her fists up to her chest in joy that the boy adeptus 
was eating. 


“Do you like it?” Guizhong asked, and Alatus paused after his third spoonful to answer her. 


“Yes Miss Guizhong. It doesn’t taste like anything,” Came his honest reply. 
Bonanus and Guizhong laughed at his monotonous answer. 


“Ha, [ll be sure to let Marchosius know then,” Bonanus said wiping a fake tear from her eye. 
“Yes, we will do well to pass along your compliments” said Guizhong. 


Alatus was confused at their reactions. It did not taste like anything so I was good. It did not turn 
his stomach nor did it sit stagnant on his tongue. He doesn’t understand why they would laugh so, 
but did not deem it something he should know. If Alatus was meant to know, surely, they too 
would have told him. 


When around a quarter of the bowl was eaten and gone, Alatus began to slow down. An 
uncomfortable cramping began to build up in his stomach, like he was about to burst and he 
scrunched up his nose at the feeling. Lady Guizhong saw they change of his face and was quick to 
pull the bowl away, and gently retrieved the spoon from his grasp. 


“Full?” She asked. 


Alatus thought for a moment. Yes, this was full. He experienced the same uncomfortable pain 
when Lady Azlin would force him to eat too many dreams. Like if he ate one more than is stomach 
would burst within him, and he would never be able to move again. 


He decided that ‘soup’ full and ‘dreams’ full were two very different feelings and Alatus came to 
find that he didn’t hate it too much. His stomach was full and he was warm and the happiness he 
felt came from his own self, not artificial feelings created by a dream. 


“Yes, miss Guizhong, this one is full,” His voice was awed at the feeling, and the two women 
beside his smiled sadly. 


“Right then, we’ll keep you on this until you are able to eat something a bit more substantial, 
okay?” 


“Yes, miss Guizhong. This one will follower your orders.” 


“No, not orders. This is just... a suggestion. If you do not want to keep eating this, we can try other 
things,” 


“T... Okay,” Alatus said and tugged at his fingers. 


Guizhong sighed and pulled his hands apart gently. 


“We’ll get there little bird. Don’t worry, okay?” Alatus nodded. 


She placed the lid back on the bowl and brought it to sit in her lap. The two women shared 
conversation about seemingly random things, and they jumped topics so quickly Alatus became 
dizzy trying to keep up. But it was nice and Alatus felt safe under the swaying branches of the 
gingko tree. 


Whilst the two women chattered away Alatus turned his attention to the sky. The sun had dipped 
much lower than he thought it had, meaning he sat weaving flowers for much longer than he had 
thought. How scary for time to slip away so quickly. 


Color started to bleed across the sky, painting the heavens in beautiful reds and pinks. Slowly, the 
stars began to blink into existence shining down on the land of Teyvat with benevolence, painted 
pictures that told stories all the while they guided those that seek their guidance. The moon rose 
softly and slowly reflecting the beauty of the sun. 


Alatus was in awe of the masterpiece that Celestia had gifted upon the world, and he shifted to see 
it better, clambering his way up onto his knees he trilled in excitement at the beauty before him. 


Guizhong and Bonanus looked to the child and saw his face open up in wonder. Their conversation 
stilled as they bore witness to the healing that began before their very eyes. How powerful was the 
sun it its splendor, how moving was the moon in its effulgence. Blessed be the heavenly bodies 
that touch to land of the broken and ease the pain of the lost. 


“Do you like it?” Guizhong whispered afraid to break the calm the settled over them. 


“Yes,” Whispered back Alatus. 


chapter 6 


Chapter Notes 


I had such a hard time getting this to flow correctly. It was such a disconnect of what I 
wanted to write, and how I was actually supposed to write it. 
Anyway, I hope you enjoy it anyhow! 


Take Flight on Golden Wings 


The day had set and approached night much faster than Alatus was happy about, and soon enough 
the lady Guizhong was walking back to the rented room with the little bird by her side. Bonanus 
had left some time before, saying goodbye with a small wave of her fingers. 


“Have you had fun today little bird?” She asked kindly, her gaze stuck up to the stars above her. 


“Yes, miss Guizhong,” Alatus replied. His voice although still guarded in nature, seemed lighter 
than Guizhong had ever heard it. 


“That makes me happy to hear,” She smiled at him and stroked her fingers through the wild mess 
of his hair, being careful not to disturb the flower crown that sat haphazard on his head. “What are 
your plans for the morrow?” 


Alatus looked to her confused. 


“They are whatever this one is permitted to do. I am allowed at the tree, so perhaps...this one can 
go there again?” 


Guizhong bit her lip at the wording and stopped, prompting the boy next to her to do so as well. He 
looked from her to the path in front of them and back once more, chewing anxiously at his lip. 


“This one should be in the room,” He whined and fidgeted from foot to foot. 


“Peace, little bird. You are allowed out if you are with a trusted remember?” She reminded him 
gently, but it did not do much to ease the boys' anxious demeanor. “No harm shall come to you,” 


“Yes, miss Guizhong,” he said but he sounded the furthest thing from convinced. 


“Little bird, you are allowed other places. You remember don’t you.” 
“Yes, miss Guizhong,” He replied. 


“You can walk around the assembly, find places that you like. You are allowed to more places 
than just a tree and room.” 


“Yes, miss Guizhong.” 


Alatus face was scrunched up slightly, a very clear picture of confusion. Lady Guizhong spoke to 
him as if he was a being with rights and opinions. That...that confused Alatus more than anything. 
His opinions are of that of which have been approved by his masters, and rights are not something 
given to a being such as he. 


Guizhong sighed, but it was quiet like she was trying to hold it in. 


“It's alright. We’ll get there,” she said, motioning the boy in front of her, and began to walk once 
more. “Would like me to change your bandages, or would you like to try yourself.” She asked, her 
voice open and curious, wanting him to know that the choice truly was his. 


Alatus made an inquisitory hum low in the back of his throat and twisted at his fingers. 


“May this one try?... But...” He trailed off uncertainly, as if he himself did not know what it was, 
he wanted. 


“Do you want me to care for the larger ones and you can practice on the smaller injuries?” She 
asked, as if she knew the boys’ fear. Alatus stared wide eyed at her and nodded slightly. 


“Excellent. And once your all set for bed, I will speak with Morax and see about going somewhere 
fun tomorrow,” 


“Fun?” Alatus asked, his head cocked to the side. 


“Yes, perhaps Ping and Bonanus could join us as well. We’ll have a picnic and it will be lots of 


” 


fun’’. 


“What is.... picnic?” Alatus asked confused, never has he heard of such a thing before. Guizhong 
stuttered where she stood, thrown off by the question 


“Well, a picnic is a term used when you pack up a really good lunch and you eat it outside. You 
can have a picnic alone, but I think it’s much better with friends”’. 


“Like today? That was a picnic?” He asked scrunching his eyebrows in thought and squeezed at his 
wrist. Guizhong smiled beside him. 


“Yes, I would think today qualified as a picnic. You ate something you liked and we were 
outside”. 


“Oh,” he replied. 


“Ts...is that something you would like to do again?” the God asked hesitantly, not sure if the boy 
wanted to indulge in something like that again; given how little he can eat in the first place, 
perhaps it wasn’t a good suggestion? 


“This one, would like that,” he sounded unsure of himself, as if himself did not know what brought 
him enjoyment and the lady’s heart broke a little bit more at the thought. 


“T’ll be sure to make it extra fun. I promise”. 


Guizhong held her pinky out to the boy, and he stared at it, his face blank and uncomprehending. 
She let it linger in front of him for a moment longer before letting her hand drop with a soft laugh. 
Alatus looked to her face now, confused at the strange gesture. 


Why was she holding out her finger to him? 


“It was a pinky promise,” she said, but it did nothing to alleviate the little birds’ confusion. “Don’t 
worry, I'll teach you later, okay?” 


He nodded to the God before him, and they made their way back to his room to care for his 
wounds and await the morning. 


After leaving the other two, Bonanus found herself at a high pavilion overlooking the assembly, 
she held three crowns loosely in her fingers. Her brothers and sister were seated around a stone 
table laughing heartily with one another. Boscasious was sprouting a new scar on his side, still 
shiny, and Indarias had her leg wrapped tightly in bandage. Neither injury was grievous any longer, 
the energy of Jueyun Karst has done wonders to heal them nicely. Still, they were painful to look 
at, and having met the one to inflict such damage was rather trying; yet, Bonanus could not find it 
in herself to fault the young adeptus. 


“Bon! We were wondering when you would get here,” Her sister cheered and leapt to her feet, 
stumbling slightly. Menogias placed his hand beneath her elbow to steady her, an exasperated 
smile on his face. 


“You are still on rest Indarias. Easy now,” the geo yaksha scolded, helping her to sit once more. 
“Ah, he is right you have done battle with a beast, and so you need to rest to heal properly. You'll 
never again be sent on missions if that old doctor doesn’t think you healed well enough,” Bosacius 
laughed heartily, the two arms that sprouted from his back, clapped their hands together in jest. 


Bonanus’ stomach turned to acid at the use of the word: beast . As if the boy was any aspect of 
monstrous. 


“How come the delay Bonanus?” Asked Menogias, pulling a chair out for her. She sat gracefully 
and placed the flower crowns to rest on the table. 


“T was with the so-called beast,” she said. 


The table got quiet, the three other yaksha looked at her with incredulity and concern. Bonanus 
ignored them, and began to prepare her tea and loaded her plate with crystal shrimp. 


“Are you unharmed sister?” Bosacius finally said, breaking the silence. He let his eyes roam over 
her figure as if trying to find injury. 


“T am well, you need only worry of your own injuries”. She took a sip of her drink and sighed at 
the taste. 


“He has not harmed you?” He tried again, looking for answers rather than foolish avoidance. 
“T am well Bosacius.” She said again. 


“Are you sure?” Came Indarias, her voice was no longer brimming with joy but was rather skeptic 
and unsure. “I know you wish to see the good in others Bon, but that creature is dangerous. I do not 
think he understands how to hold back his rage,” 


“Perhaps you do not know him,” Bonanus sniffed and continued to sip at her tea. 


The three yakshas began to shoot each other looks across the table, daring someone to speak some 
sense to the hydo user. Whilst she may not look it, Bonanus has been known to raise hell when she 
so saw fit. None of the other member were too keen to weather that storm. 


Menogias closed his eyes and turned his eyes away from the other two, intent on not angering the 
sea monster that sat beside him. Bosacius’ mouthed defensively to Indarias, /’m your superior and 
Indarias scowled at him turning her attention back to her sister. 


“We just mean... look Bonanus, we’ ve fought him and we know what he is capable of.” She 


pleaded for her sister to understand her. 


“Exactly, you have fought him as an enemy. What would you have done? Had you been where he 
is, would you have not fought back; would you have died a coward's death?” She asked being sure 
to look her three siblings in their eyes. 


“Well, no, but his eyes were....” she started to say, only for Bonanus to cut her off. 
“T have seen his eyes Inda, you do not need to tell me” 


“Bon, the villagers of Azlin that found respite here, they speak only ill of that boy. They tell of the 
destruction he leaves in his wake. Surely there must be some truth to their claim,” Menogias said 
softly. 


Bonanus breathed in deeply through her nose. She knew Menogias to be a gentle soul, steady as the 
rock he represents. She knows he means no ill will and that he cares too deeply sometimes. She 
could not find it in herself to be angry at her siblings, but she still had the right to be upset at their 
ignorance. 


“Perhaps they do not know him either”. 


“And you do?” Retorted Bosacius. Menogias frowned and dropped his face to his hands at his 
brother's insensitivity. 


“T have made you all flower crowns, but I feel as if you no longer deserve them,” Bonanus said 
tearing them apart and letting them scatter to the floor to return to soil once more. 


“Bon...” Came Indarias’ sad whisper. 


The night came and went, Alatus sat upon the bed his gaze locked on to the vial of medicine the 
Guizhong had left again on the bedside table. She did not offer it to him, not like the past two 
times, just simply placed it and told him it was there if he would like it. Alatus refused it still. 
Conditioned so harshly to take the pain and bear it. One such as he was not privy to comfort or 
compassion. He has caused so much hurt, it only fair that he gets some in return. 


The night drew long with the tantalizing temptations of dreams that hung heavy in the air, and 
Alatus ignore them steadfast, swallowing back the saliva that gathered thick on his tongue and 
closed his eye against the onslaught. 


He felt relief when the sun began to again peek above the horizon line. 


He sat on the bed, and awaited the arrival of one of his Gods, so that he may leave the proffered 
room whence he was granted the permission to do so. He could hear the voices of the villager 
awake now as they went about their daily drudge of tilling soil and selling wares. 


How dull, Thought Alatus to spend such a short existence laboring away to a life that grants no 
exceptions. 


A knock sounded around the room, and habit brought Alatus back to his bow. He was quiet for a 
moment before he remembered what the God of Dust told him, that she would not enter unless he 
has given his permission. 


How strange a concept. Alatus thought. 


“Yes?” Came his raspy voice. 
“May I come in little bird?” Came the calming tones of the Dust God. 
“Yes, miss Guizhong,” Alatus replied in turn. 


She swept back the woven panel and entered the room, her arms were bare this time, the medical 
supplies still packed away nicely on the back table. She smiled at him and retrieved the items 
before taking her usual seat by his bed. 


“There is no need for bowing,” she said and began to unpack the supplies. “Would you like to do it, 
or shall I help you?” 


“This one can do it miss Guizhong,” Alatus said, bowing his head to her and began to untie the 
bandages with unsteady fingers. Intent on burdening his God no longer. 


Guizhong nodded her head to him in recognition and kept a close eye on his so as to make sure that 
the wounds were being treated properly. The boy cleaned the injuries and reapplied the medicinal 
paste and covered his skin once more in the bindings. The process was much slower than what it 
was last night, not having the use of Guizhong’s skilled hands, but the task was completed 
correctly none the less. 


“They are looking much better. Soon enough we can take that stitching out of your side.” She said, 
and began to clean everything up. She looked to the vial of medicine that sat untouched and smiled 
a sad smile. 


“Take them out?” Alatus asked moving his hand to cover the wrapping that hid the gruesome 
wound caused by Rex Lapis’ spear head. 


“Yes, the injuries are almost closed enough that we don’t have to worry for them so much”. 
“That is... good?” 


“Yes, that is very good,” Guizhong ruffled his hair before reaching into the bag that hung from her 
hip. “Now, I have brought you some new clothes, so that we may wash the ones you are wearing 
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now . 


The clothing that she handed him were of the same style as the ones he wore now, but the fabric 
held more color, whilst the trousers he wore now were white, the new ones were beige in color, 
and the shirt too was dyed a soft green that Alatus found he liked very much. 


“Do you need help?” 


“No, miss Guizhong,” He stood from the bed, clothes in hand, and Guizhong turned to offer him 
privacy. 


It took a moment for Alatus to get dressed, but the new clothes were soft on his skin and he was 
content. They were still large and hung off his thin shoulders, and he still needed to tie tight the 
sash at his waist, but he fe/t healthier than he had in a while. 


“This one is ready,” he said and the God of Dust smiled at him, and opened the straw curtain, 
waving him forward. 


Alatus was cautious as he crept forward, walking before his mistress instead of behind set his teeth 
on edge. He glanced back at her once he was out the door, and let out a breath of relief when the 


Lady Guizhong stepped beside him. 


“Shall we?” She asked, and Alatus nodded as the pair walked the same path as the day before. 
Alatus hoped they would not be eating with the other adepti, he wasn’t sure if he was strong 
enough to do so again. 


“We'll be meeting with Morax and Madame ping,” Guizhong said, as if she could read his thought, 
“We'll be going to someplace different today, I’m sure you'll enjoy it.” She said, raising her hand 
to pet through his hair, her nails scratched pleasantly at the back of his skull and Alatus could 
almost feel his wings flutter at the sensation. “Possibly Bonanus, I passed along the message so 
we'll see”. 


They made their way up the stone steps and back up to the pavilion. As lady Guizhong had said, 

Morax and Madame ping sat at a table, a kettle of tea between them, a rather large woven basket 
sat on the floor beside the table. Alatus relaxed at the sight of the old woman who smiled happily 
from her seat. 


“Hello, you two,” Guizhong said cheerfully, her arm lifted in greeting. The two turned to look at 
her, and Alatus bowed his head at the sight of Morax’s gaze. 


“Right on time you two,” Crooned ping, waving her fingers to the pair, and giving an open smile to 
Alatus, who glanced at her beneath his bangs. “Are you excited child?” She asked him. 


“This one does not know,” He answered. After all, how was one meant to feel excitement when 
they don’t know what is in store for them. Really, the only thing Alatus felt was dread. 


“We will be going to Luhua Pool,” Guizhong said, turning to the boy beside her. Alatus hummed in 
confusion. “It is a water bed that came to be as it is through deep and pure affections. It is a 
peaceful place.” She said, smiling softly. 


“Tt is a bit of a walk. I should think it much faster If I were just to fly us over,” Morax said, he 
almost seemed put off. 


“Fly?” Alatus asked, his voiced perked up and the prospect of once more being in the air, to feel it 
flutter across his skin. 


“Don’t mind him, Morax just likes to take the easiest route,” Ping said smiling at the boy, and his 
eyes dimmed slightly. 


“Oh.” Alatus said, voice dry. 


“Walking will allow you to see more of the assembly,” Guizhong said, not seeming to notice the 
downtrodden tone of the boy. 


“Yes,” Alatus responded as he was so taught. 


“We shall be off then. General Chizapus shall join us later, they have a patrol they must attend to 
first,” Morax said before standing to his feet and made his way out of the pavilion, the trio 
following behind him. 


“Um,” Alatus mumbled, not sure if he was granted permission to speak but his mind burning with 
curiosity anyway. 


“You may speak child,” Ping assured him. 


“Um, this one does not know... General Chizapus...” Alatus whispered staring down at his toes. 


“Ah, that is Bonanus’ title child. Nothing to worry for’. Ping answered, she kept her voice light 
hearted lest she frighten the boy away. 


“Oh,” He whispered, an internal dilemma brewed heavy in his mind. 


‘Was this one supposed to address her as General Chizapus? That is most polite?’ He thought 
nervously. 


The walk to their location was peaceful. It was slow going, the company making sure to keep the 
pace comfortable for madame Ping who was on in her years as well as Alatus whose gaze shifted 
quickly to the passing scenery. 


He absorbed himself completely in the fresh air that filled his lungs like succor and the whispers of 
the grass that blew gentle in the breeze. Insects buzzed happily around his ears and Alatus reveled 
in the serenity and wanted so desperately to run, to feel the soil under his feet. He held himself 
back, his muscles taunt and shivering beneath his skin at the want that trembled in his heart. 


Bird song flittered through the trees, and he wanted to sing back with them. To dance to their music 
and perch high upon the tree tops and exist free in the glory of the skies. 


The tree line gave way to the most stunning view Alatus had ever laid his eyes upon. A series of 
gleaming pools intersected and stacked upon each other; the white stone gleamed brightly in the 
sun. There was a stone structure at the back of the pool, and a pathway led to the glowing lights of 
a domain. Two statues stood sentry before the waters. There was an abundance of cranes that 
bathed serene in the clear waters and tiny lizards sunned upon the rocks. 


“What do you think little bird,” Guizhong whispered in response to the awe that shined bright in 
the boys’ eyes. 


“This one likes it very much,” Alatus whispers softly beneath his breath. 


The group stood there a moment longer, letting Altus take in the beauty before him. It took a 
moment until his trance was broken, and he turned to the group before him. 


“This one is sorry,” He whispered, bowing his head. 


“What do you apologize for child?” Ping asked gently, as she led the group down to the stone 
pavement that settled before the pool. 


“This one has made the honorable ones wait,” he said, his voice quiet. 


“We have come here for your benefit. One shall take the time they require,” Came morax’s deep 
tone. Alatus looked to the God, but his attention was fixed on the horizons ahead. 


The group made their way over and Guizhong set the large woven basket in the grass beside the 
stone. She opened it, and pulled out a rather large blanket, spreading his across the ground, and 

began pulling out dishes placing them in the middle of the cloth. She took a seat and patted the 

ground, motioning the others to join her. 


The older adepti took their seats upon the blanket, yet Alatus hesitated, unsure if he was also 
allowed to sit. It, after all, would be most discourteous to sit in familiarity to a God had Alatus first 
not been invited. 


“You may sit little bird,” Guizhong said, patting the blanket beside her. 


Alatus looked to Morax, but his eyes were closed. He rested with his arms crossed against his 
broad chest, and his head tilted down and to the side to rest comfortably on his shoulder. The little 
bird hesitated before dropping softly to the ground, curling his legs uncertainly to his chest. No one 
made comment to the boys’ defensive position, hoping he would uncurl on his own. 


Guizhong passed the same yellowed broth to Alatus, placing the warmed soup at his feet. Alatus 
peeked at it, but made no move further to grab it. 


One must not eat unless he is granted permission to do so. 


A bowl of soup was set in front of Morax and he opened his eyes to look it. He hummed once in 
intrigue before picking it up and sipping at the broth. 


“Marcosius made it just as you like, boiled to death,” Guizhong laughed. 
“Cooking it longer enhances the flavor, not diminish it,” came his rebuttal. 
Guizhong just hummed in amusement. 


Ping was handed a bowl of noodles; the aroma was heavy with the scent of oil and steam wafted 
off the springy noodles. She nodded in thanks and picked them up delicately with the end of her 
chopsticks. Guizhong herself took out a plate of mushrooms that were rolled with some type of 
meat. The sight of his made his stomach sour and he swallowed the thick saliva that gathered at his 
throat. 


“Are you not hungry child?” Ping asked, gesturing to the bowl that sat before him. 
“This one may eat?” 
“Yes child. You may eat”. 


Alatus lifted the bowl in shaking hands, and brought the spoon to his mouth. The flavor was still 
dull and tasted of nothing. Alatus was rather happy with the familiarity. 


The three elder beings made small talk amongst each other and Alatus was rather content to sit and 
listen, he did not have much to offer in the way of confabulation, but the drole incessant tones were 
comforting in their monotony. 


He barely made it through a quarter of the bowl before his stomach was once more burning in 
protest, he placed it back to the blanket and looked to Lady Guizhong for approval. 


“You can finish it later should you get hungry,” she said to him softly placing the bowls cover back 
over in an attempt to preserve the heat. Alatus nodded, but did not think he would be hungry again 
later. 


“Oh no, did I miss all the fun?” Came a voice to the groups left. 


“Of course not dearie, we’ve only just started.” Ping said, shifting over so she sat closer to Morax. 
Bonanus came and took the proffered seat gracefully, and she was passed a bow] of rice buns in 
turn. She ate them happily, humming at the flavor. She glanced at Alatus and the bow] that sat 
beside him. 


“Have you already eaten?” She asked him, and Alatus startled at the attention. 


“This one has already eaten.” 


Bonanus smiled, and turned her attention to Morax. She talked of her patrol, and the monsters that 
lurked hungry beyond the assembly borders. Nothing too threatening but they were dealt with non 
the less. 


It wasn’t long until the group delved back into meaningless chatter, and Alatus let his eyes drift, 
his soul hungry for the beauty beyond his gaze. There were frogs hidden in the waters, there 
synchronized croaking echoed in his brain like an itch, and Alatus was overcome with the urge to 
chase them through the waters. He pulled away from them quickly lest he give into such a childish 
urge. Such juvenile actions are not permitted. 


The cranes fluttered their wings in the shallows and Alatus was quick to shut his eyes against the 
image. 


He shifted again and his eyes caught on to something rather peculiar. Something he was most 
certain he has never seen in his very long years. 


“What is it?” Alatus wondered aloud, garnering the attention of the group beside him. 


“What is what?” Bonanus asked, looking to where his eyes were gazing. She saw nothing out of 
the ordinary and so she turned back to the boy in confusion. 


Alatus startled at voice of the yaksha, he did not mean to voice his thoughts aloud, and even less 
was he expecting a response to his musing. He looked to her in apprehension before lifting his hand 
and pointing to a small reddish creature that scuttled sideways in the sand. 


“Ah, that would be a crab,” Morax replied, yet his voice was one of distaste. 


“Crabs are... bad?” Alatus asked uncertainly, his mind confused at the tone used in response to 
such a small creature. Surely nothing that small should make a God nervous. 


“No,” Said Guizhong. 
“Yes,” Said Morax. 


Alatus looked between the two, confused by their opposing words; neither God offered up an 
explanation, they just stared at each other in an almost silent war. Alatus shifted uncomfortably, 
and looked questioningly to Madame ping. The old woman laughed heartily and patted Alatus’ 
hand comfortingly, hoping to ease the apprehension that bubbled inside him. 


“Ah not to worry child, Morax detests sea creatures of any kind after the infestation of a rather 
persistent one,” She leaned into whisper, and the little bird offered his ear. “Between you and I, 
that old man still squirms when he even sees a squid”. 


“What are you telling him,” Morax said while he brows furrowed. 
“Oh, nothing you old dragon,” Ping laughed and the Warrior God looked upon her in distrust. 


“Would you like to go into the water with me?” Bonanus asked, her gaze resting softly on the boy. 
He shifted, looking to the two Gods before him. They did not look at him, lost in the conversation 
happening between them and so the boy looked back to the yaksha, hesitant and unsure. 


“This one will get the clothes wet,” Alatus said pulling at the loose fabric that pooled over his 
torso. 


“Thats alright, as a hydro user, you’ ll find that I can take care of that rather nicely. Shall we?” She 
stood and offered her clawed hand to him. Beside him Madame ping nudged into his side, and 
smiled at him. Alatus swallowed back his fear, and placed his hand softly in hers. 


When she pulled him to his feet —albeit rather easily- Alatus bit back a wince as the sore skin that 
stretched at the tug. He followed her to the edge of the first pool, and Bonanus hopped in, the water 
splashing up around her. The water rested at her calves and she again offered her hand. Alatus 
placed his fingers in hers a bit more confidently this time and stepped into the pool. The dirt and 
mud that had accumulated on the skin of his feet swirled off him in grey. 


The water was warmed nicely by the sun and he shivered at the sensation. 


“What shall we play?” Bonanus asked bending down to run her fingers over the tension of the 
water. Alatus hummed in confusion. “Now that we’re in the water, what shall we play?” She asked 
pushing the palm of her hands against the waters pressure causing a wave to ripple over her palm. 


Alatus stared, transfixed by the motion. 
“This one does not know”. 


“Ah, should have expected that response hm?” Bonanus tapped a claw gentle against the skin of 
her jaw, “Well, I have always enjoyed jumping in puddled. Shall we start there?” She asked. 
“Yes,” came Alatus’ reply. 


Bonanus laughed at the generic response, having a feeling Alatus was not entirely sure what he 
was agreeing to. 


“Alright then!” Bonanus clapped before running to the edge of the first pool, and jumping down 
into the second. “Come on!” She held her hand out to him one more. 


Alatus walked over slowly and again placed his hand in hers, stepping down in to the lower pool. 
Bonanus laughed at his actions and tugged him along to the next, they both stood at the edge and 
the yaksha bent at her knees. 


“Come one little bird, as I do.” She said, and Alatus mimicked the movement, bending to unsure 
knees and looking to her in confusion. “On three we jump, okay?” 


“Yes,” replied Alatus. 
One... 
Two... 


Three, counted Bonanus and she jumped, pulling the young adeptus with her. Water splashed up 
around them peppering their faces in crystalline droplets. Alatus exhaled harshly. 


“Again?” Bonanus asked. 


“Yes,” Alatus replied, his voice was breathless brimming with something foreign to his ears. His 
heart fluttered rapid in his chest. 


Bonanus pulled the young boy back with her to the top pool where they started and held tightly to 
his hand. 


“We'll run and jump this time. Okay?” Alatus nodded to her, bringing his gaze back to the waters 


before him 


Bonanus began to run to the edge and Alatus was left to catch up. They jumped and for a brief 
moment they were air born and his heart soared. The water rose higher when they touched down 
arching up over their head. The animals that rested around them scattered and Alatus stumbled his 
knees falling to sink into the water. 


“Again,” He breathed out, the words nothing but a whisper on his lips. 
“Again,” Said Bonanus. 


The two of them chased each other through the shimmering pools, water spraying rainbows in the 
sunlight. A rather peculiar sound echoed around them. The sound was light and angelic, it 
harmonized beautifully with the nature that bloomed around them. Bonanus’s heart felt light at the 
sound, and turned to look upon Alatus. 


He laughed beautifully, he smiled with his teeth, cheeks scrunched up in elation. 
This is what he should look like always, thought the yaksha. 


Back at the edge of the pool, the three others looked upon them as they romped around about the 
waters. Guizhong rested her head upon Morax’s shoulder and squeezed his hand in her. Her eyes 
were soft and shimmered in happiness, a gentle smile played about her face. 


“He is a child here,” said Ping, her voice was joyous, eyes dancing with love. 


“Yes... he is.”” Came Morax, his voice seemed confused, as if he could not comprehend what 
played out before him. Guizhong nudged him, and when he looked down to her, she just shook her 
head and gestured back to the pair. 


Her actions served to confuse him more, yet he let the subject drop, content to watch as they 
danced about the waters. They watched as the two splashed at each other, drenching their forms in 
the warm waters of Luhua. Their clothes stuck to them rather uncomfortably, and their hair 
dripped, sticking to the skin of their necks. They seemed lighter, as if their spirits were freed by the 
frolicking. 


“Come sit beside me little bird,” Bonanus said, breathless, she wandered over the lowest pool and 
dropped heavy to her rear. Alatus wandered closer and sat beside her, and swiped at the water on 
his face. Bonanus laughed rubbing her thumb beneath his eye to rid him of the stray drops. 


Alatus flinched lightly under her touch but made no moves to shift away. 
“Did you have fun?” She asked, placing her hands in the water, the pool reaching up to her elbows. 
“Yes, General Chizapus,” Alatus said, running his hands through the water bed. 


“No need for formalities little bird,” Bonanus chided softly. “I have a question that I would like to 
ask of you if I may?” She said turning her full attention to the boy beside her. 


“Those of higher stature need not seek this ones’ permission,” Alatus said, scrunching up his nose 
in an imitation of distaste. 


“T think it still polite if I do,” She said, “Are you okay if I were to ask?” 


“Yes,” replied Alatus, yet Bonanus was sure he only said as such because he felt duty bound to do 


so. She sighed, and asked anyway. 


“Another of the yaksha, his name is Menogias, I patrolled with him this morning you see, and he 
asked if he could meet you proper. Is that something you would like?” 


Alatus froze beside her. 


Alatus did not want to meet another Yaksha, they were scary. But... but Bonanus wasn’t scary. 
No... no, she was. She was scary too. But she was scary in the way that Guizhong was scary. She 
was.... a Safe scary. 


Which one is Menogias? Alatus didn’t know and that was scary. 
He began to tremble, his skin shivering with goose flesh. 
Bonanus placed her hand on his head and Alatus flinched terribly beneath the contact. 


“T apologize. I have ruined all the fun,” she said sadly. Her hand was massive against his head and 
yet he still found himself leaning into the contact. 


“No, this one had fun,” Alatus whispered, not wanting the woman before him to be upset. It was 
after all Alatus’ fault for reacting so awful after all. 


“T am glad you had fun,” she said running her hands through his hair. 


The two sat silent for a moment; Alatus sat; a turmoil burning within himself. He very much did 
not want to meet another yaksha, he did not want to, and yet he too did not want to see Bonanus 
sad. Perhaps this time, Alatus could try very hard not to be afraid. He has pretended he wasn’t 
afraid for a very long time when he served beneath the ruling thumb of Lady Azlin, so it should not 
be too difficult to once again put on the face of the indifferent. 


“Which one?” Asked Alatus. 
“Hm?” 


“Which one is... Menogias?” Alatus asked, pulling at his fingers and chewing at the skin of his 
lips. Bonanus smiled sadly at him, and pulled the abused lip out from between his teeth. 


“Menogias is the geo yaksha. He is tall and rather intimidating at first glance I will admit, but...” 
She trailed off, looking to the sky before her. 


“But?” Whispered Alatus. 


“But he is gentle. The children often play with him. They like to hang by his arms whilst he swings 
them around,” she said, her voice light as she reminisced about her brother. “He is often seen 
reading, he is a bit of a bookworm you see, he can get lost in a writing for hours”. 


She trailed off, her eyes downcast and lost deeply in her thoughts. 


“He is tall and intimidating I know, but he is good,” she said again. “I am confident that brother 
Menogias will not harm you, I think he just wishes to understand you, that is all’. 


Alatus looked to her eyes. Looked for any signs of deception, or deceit, but he could not find it. He 
found only honesty, and compassion, her face was gentle and open, allowing Alatus his moment to 
learn and discover. 


“What if...”” He began but trailed of softly. He looked to Bonanus before starting again, “What if 
this one is scared?” 


Bonanus’ heart ached at the admission, and she took in a deep breath. 
“If you are afraid, then it is alright to leave. You need not stay in a situation that scares you,” 
“But..” Alatus began, yet, said nothing more. 


“No, I know your thoughts little bird,” She said soft, “But what Azlin has done to you was wrong. 
You should not have lived a life of fear. I was unfair, and it was wrong. You deserved better,” 


“This one does not understand”’. 
“IT know, but one day you will”. 


“Tf this one said yes,” He looked to her in apprehension, yet his eyes were open and trusting, “If 
this one said yes, would...can you come with?” 


“Of course, Menogias would know better than to cross me”. 


chapter 7 


Chapter Notes 


It's bad. 
It's bad; but it's good. 
Happy reading! 


Take Flight on Golden Wings 


A few days had passed peacefully since the outing to Luhua, and Alatus began to find comfort in 
the confines of the assembly. He did not venture further than his tree and made sure to stay of the 
way of the honorable adepti, but it was nice, and he felt some semblance of safety settle over his 
heart. 


The thick stitching that itched horridly in his side was removed the day prior and Alatus found he 
did not like that at all. The feeling of thread moving out beneath his skin made his stomach quiver 
and his toes curl beneath him. 


It did not hurt, but neither did he wish to tolerate it again. 


Guizhong commented that he has gained some more fullness to his cheeks, but Alatus only saw a 
sunken wraith upon meeting his reflection. He did not wish to disappoint the lady Guizhong, so he 
just nodded his head in agreement. She had told him perhaps they could offer him something other 
than soup now, and he clenched his jaw at the thought. 


Today began in the brilliance of the sunlight. The warmth soothing to the soul as if welcoming the 
world to come play around it, to bathe in the nicety that Teyvat so granted it’s people. Alatus went 
about his morning motions, tending to his wounds in the calculating gaze of the lady Guizhong, 
and eating a portion of a flavorless soup. 


It was expected and he came to enjoy the predictability. 


Guizhong brought out a jade cut comb, a blue flower crafted beautifully on the end, and held it out 
to him expectantly. Alatus looked at her, searching her eyes for answer. She just smiled at him. 


“Your hair, may I comb it?” She said gesturing once more to the object she held in deft fingers. 
Alatus pulled at his hair and frowned. 
“This one does not have any more tangles,” he said. 


“And that’s wonderful, this will help to prevent your hair from becoming so knotted again,” She 
explained easily, as if she had all the patience in the world to combat the boys’ ignorance. 


‘Perhaps she does?’ Thought Alatus. 


He nodded to her, and she motioned for him to turn around. The boy hesitated a moment, the 
prospect of his back being on full display caused his stomach to curdle in fear. He turned around 
anyway, for that is what his God has asked of him, but he stiffened his shoulders and curled down 


around himself. 


Guizhong made no comment on the boys' behavior just adjusted herself so she sat on the bed 
behind him. 


“T’m going to start now, we’ll place my hand in your hair first so you may get used to the contact, 
and [’ll follow with the comb,” She explained, hoping to comfort the boy that sat still in front of 
her. 


“Yes, miss Guizhong,” said he. 


True to her word, she first began to work her fingers through his inky strands. He jumped slightly 
at the first few contacts of her hand before slowly relaxing under her ministrations. It not long 
before the jade comb too found its way through his hair. It felt weird, the hard teeth scrapped softly 
against his scalp, yet Alatus was too focused on the hand that smoothed over his hair in the 
following motion to give it too much thought. 


She combed through his hair much longer than was strictly necessary, no more did the teeth snag 
but glided softly through soft tresses. She continued on due to the lull that had fallen around the 
little bird. He uncurled, relaxing his shoulders at the steady motions and even began to lean back 
towards her as if drawn in by the warmth. 


He leaned in, but he did not lean against her, the boy almost seemed to hover in her space; a gap 
left between the soft fabrics of her robes and the skin of his back. The position could not have been 
comfortable, but he made no move to mind, and so she did not push it. 


“T apologize it took me so long to bring you something as simple as a comb, your hair is so short 
now it did not cross my mind. Until I was taming my own hair of course,” She laughed slightly at 
her oversight, hoping to boy would not get to offended by her oversight. 


She had a feeling he wouldn’t. 


“The honorable one need not apologize,” Alatus replied, his voice held no hint of annoyance or 
upset. He spoke as if he expected this treatment, and Guizhong bit her tongue at her own 
forgetfulness. 


“T am sorry anyway,” she told him softly. “You are meeting Menogias today, isn’t that right?” She 
asked, as she finally placed the comb on the table beside the bed. 


Alatus moved away from her quickly, turning so he faced her proper. Guizhong tried hard not to 
feel hurt at the hurried display, but still, she thought perhaps he began to be comfortable with her. 


‘Small steps.’ She reminded herself, and smiled happily at the little bird perched before her. 


“Yes, Bonanus said she will take me to meet him,” Alatus replied, and picked at the skin around 
his fingers. 


The bruises had faded almost completely, just a few splotches of yellow were all that remained. 
Guizhong held his hands loosely in hers to stop the incessant action and made a mental note to 
bring him something to use as a distractor instead of his poor skin. 


“How are you feeling?” She asked him, eager to know where he stands on meeting someone new 
once more. 


“This one feels much better. This one's injuries are almost healed”. 


“T meant how you feel emotionally. About meeting Menogias, how do you feel?” She said, 
clarifying for the boy who still understood so little about conversational normalcy. 


“This one is... scared,’ he admitted, voice soft and hesitant. 


“That’s alright, you are allowed to be scared little bird,” Guizhong said, squeezing his hands in 
hers. “Want to know what you do if you don’t like something he’s doing?” 


“Hm?” 


“If he is making you uncomfortable you ask him to stop”. She said firmly, making sure Alatus was 
looking at her. 


“This one cannot defy an honorable one,” he said, his voice shaking. 


“He is an adepti, just as you are. He has no right to make you feel inferior. If you do not like 
something, ask him to stop.” 


“But, I.....” He trailed off, and chewed at his lip. 


“If you cannot, tell Bonanus, she will do it for you. Is that alright?” She asked, hoping to 
compromise with the boy, but still wanting him to know that his comfort was still important. 


“Yes, if... if am scared, tell Bonanus,” He repeated back to her, and looked to her for guidance. 
She smiled at him, and nodded her head. 


“She will protect you”’. 


As promised, Bonanus had come to collect him not long after he had eaten. He ate his soup 
tolerating more of it than he normally was able to in the past few days, and adamantly refused the 
sliced fruit that sat on a plate beside it. The way the juice oozed from the cut skin made his 
stomach sour. 


Guizhong had bid them a good day and left them to their devices. Alatus watched on nervously 
until he could no longer see her back in the crowd before turning his attention to the hydro yaksha. 
She smiled brightly at the boy and offered her hand and he took it, eyes brimming with some 
semblance of trust. 


“We are going to meet brother Menogias at a bamboo thicket, just past Wuwang,” she said looking 
to him as if to gauge his willingness. As if any being such as he would have an opposing opinion. 


“Yes, Bonanus,” Alatus agreed easily. 
“Tt’s a bit of a walk, so let me know if you get tired okay. We can take a rest if needed.” 


Alatus nodded, and the two were off. Bonanus attempted to fill the silence with small talk, yet the 
boy was rewarding her only short clipped answers. He seemed confused at the notion of the 
weather and made no indication of joy at the prospect of asking after his morning. Truly the boy 
had no concept of idle chit chat, that filling the silence of any kind seemed a most impossible task. 
Bonanus decided to take the rest of the walk in silence, not wanting to cause the boy to be too 
overwhelmed before his meeting with the geo yaksha. 


“Bonanus?” Came the boys’ inquisitive tone. 


“Hm?” 


“Why are we walking. We walk everywhere, can you not teleport?” He asked, keeping his eyes on 
his feet as he treads forward lightly. His feet were covered this time, entrapped in tall black boots 
that fit him well. It felt weird to have his toes constrained, but it felt ultimately better than stepping 
on rocks and mud. Lady Guizhong said he would get used to them, and who was he to doubt his 
God. 


“T can teleport, I just thought you might like to walk. You don’t go many places aside that tree. I 
thought it might be nice,” 


“Oh,” he said, scrunching his face in thought. “This one likes... walking,” he said refusing to look 
to the yaksha beside him. 


“Do you?” Bonanus asked him, having a feeling that the longer they walked the more nervous he 
became, and yet, she felt as if they were to arrive instantaneously, he might just run away in fear. 


Well, perhaps he wouldn’t run. He does not seem the type to flee in the face of danger, but she 
feared he would shut down and then no progress would be made with Menogias. 


“Yes, the walk is.... nice,” Alatus told her, and he really did sound as if he meant it; so, the yaksha 
just smiled and the pair carried on their way. 


“You do not feel tired?” 
“No, this one is well,” He replied. 


They made their way through Wuwang village, Alatus moving in close to Bonanus so his shoulder 
pressed gently into her side, she merely adjusted her arm so he may fit beside her more 
comfortably. The villagers looked to the two in apprehension. They bowed in respect to the hydro 
user and looked in distrust to the bird that walked beside her. 


“T had to have Rex Lapis grant permission for this outing. Wuwang and Qingce are not actually 
within the borders of the assembly, but due to the proximity we offer them our protection. You 
must not go here unless given explicit permission. Do you understand?” 


“Yes, to do so would be a violation of this ones’ contract,” Alatus replied evenly. 


“The only reason we are coming out this far is that brother Menogias is in charge of protection this 
week, he cannot stray too far from his post’. 


Alatus hummed in understanding, and began to speed up slightly when the end of the village 
borders came into sight. Bonanus kept pace with him easily, and before long they made it to the 
bamboo clearing. They walked silent along the water bed making their way in deeper. 


Menogias sat crisscross on a tone pillar that jutted up from the ground. He had his hands folded 
gently in his lap and his eyes were closed. Alatus was not naive enough to think him unawares, if 
anything, the geo yaksha was aware they had arrived the moment they stepped upon Wuwang hill. 
Alatus took a nervous step back, and Bonanus stopped walking in turn, refusing to walk any further 
and leave the little bird to his fear. 


The man atop the stone pillar tilted his head to the side but did not open his eyes, content to listen 
for the time being. He tried hard to look at peace, putting full trust within his sister, yet the 
unknown Prescence of Azlins hound sent his instincts soaring. 


“Are you well little bird?” Bonanus had whispered, holding her hand out to the boy once more. 


“Yes, this one is sorry,” Alatus whispered in turn placing his small hand upon her fingers. She 
closed her palm around his gently but made no move to pull him closer content to let the boy come 
on his own terms. 


“No need for apologies”. 


It took a moment for the little bird to pluck up the courage to move forward. His feet were sure 
though his legs trembled terribly and his lips were pursed and determined. 


“This one is sorry,” he said again. 


The two made their way slowly to the yaksha atop the pillar and took a seat on the leaf shorn 
ground beneath it. Alatus picked at the material of his clothing, and twisted harshly at his fingers. 
His gaze flittered about him looking anywhere than the man before him. The power he wielded 
caused Bonanus to look weak in comparison. 


* The yaksha are scary,’ He thought for what felt like the hundredth time over. 


“Hello brother Menogias,” Bonanus said cheerfully causing the man to finally open his eyes and 
shift his gaze to her. He nodded, and made his way to the ground beside them. When his feet 
touched upon the soil Alatus tightened his muscles and bowed his head to his superior. 


“We meet well Bon. How was the trip?” He asked taking a seat before them. He made no effort to 
acknowledge the little bird that trembled before him. 


“Rather uneventful. A good thing as far as I'm concerned,” she said cheerfully in return shifting 
herself closer to Alatus who leaned in in-turn. “This is the assembly's little bird. Little bird, this is 
Menogias, he is the yaksha’s second in command.” 


“This one is most honored to be in your presence,” Alatus said his head down mumbling his 
greeting. 


“Yes, the feeling is... mutual,” Menogias said. His voice was not as harsh as Alatus had expected, 
the tones were like rich earth trembling across the ley lines. It was nice, he thought. 


The silence that descended upon them after their introductions was stale and uncomfortable. 
Menogias cleared his throat awkwardly and Bonanus shifted where she sat. The young adeptus sat 
frozen, not wishing to move and have the attention brought about him. Bonanus had said he would 
meet the geo yaksha but did not discuss what one would be doing upon the meeting. 


“So, uh, anything exciting happen during your guard?” She had chirped up happily, placing her 
clawed gauntlet upon Alatus’ head. He flinched at her touch and turned to look at her. She did not 
look back and so the boy relaxed shifting in close to press his shoulder against hers. Menogias 
tracked his movements, his eyes keen and untrusting. 


“Nothing too grand around here. I played the part of a tree for many of the young ones that live 
here though. I can’t say I didn’t enjoy my time here,” He smiled at his sister and she laughed at the 
mental image of children gangly limbed and laughing, climbing about his shoulders. 


“Ah, at least your height comes in handy for something other than being a hulking beast’, she 
laughed and kicked her foot out at him. He blocked it deftly with his palm and laughed in turn. 


“A hulking beast, am I? Well, find someone else when you need the top shelves dusted,” He 


rebutted. 
“Ah, and who am I to ask?” Bosacius?” 


“Bosacius was gifted four arms, perhaps he would be more efficient than I?” Menogias mused in 
amusement. Anything to get a rise from his sister. Alatus’ eyes bounced between them like a game 
of catch. 


“Brother Bosacius fails at all things cleanly,” she said with a laugh. 


“Then, perhaps you should find a chair to stand upon. Anything better than the aid of a beast after 
all”. Menogias smirked at her and she huffed a laugh. 


“Mm, perhaps the little bird could reach them for me,” She mused hoping to bring Alatus into their 
conversation. The bird in question tilted his head and chirped softly under his breath. 


“This one is too short,” Alatus said, confused as to why she would ask him off all people. 


The geo yaksha gave a great huff of a laugh and Alatus jumped in his skin turning quick to him. 
His eyes wide and heart beating wildly in his chest. 


“He is smaller than even you Bon,” He replied, lowering his voice at the shaken expression upon 
the youngest adepti’s face. “What hope does he of reaching the top shelf”. 


“Perhaps if he stood on a chair,” she laughed. 
“Ha, you jest.” 


The trio once more descended into quiet. The two older yaksha having conversation through their 
eyes while Alatus sat stone still his gaze locked on a dragon statute a few feet from where he sat. 


“Those are made in honor of Rex Lapis,” Menogias said, his gaze following the boys. 


Alatus nodded and scrunched the fabric of his trousers tight between trembling fingers. He looked 
to the yaksha before him, his long hair blew softly in the wind and his shoulders were set straight 
and proud. Alatus was not sure on what he was to say and so he chose to say nothing. Meeting 
people was most stressful indeed. 


Menogias watched the boy closely. He was pressed tightly against Bonanus’ side and he clenched 
so hard at his pant legs that the yaksha feared he might tear through them completely. He did not 
have nearly as much bruising when he was first met at the dining pavilion all those days ago, but 
he still sprouted bandage against alabaster skin. He was still skeletal thin and he still shook 
something fierce. 


I have seen his eyes, that is what Bonanus had told them. Looking at him now, Menogias could not 
help but realize what it is she meant. 


The geo yaksha spends much of his time entertaining the children of the assembly he found great 
enjoyment in their smiles and rejoiced at their laughter. To hear such a sound during the throes of 
war were nothing short of melodious. 


Here before him sat a child, not a beast he believed him to be. His eyes were dulled out and hazy, 
every so often his gaze would catch on something and a spark of life would flash in them before 
drifting away once more. 


How had he come to fear a rumor? 


“Do you like to read?” Menogias asked sheepishly, rubbing at the back of his neck. For all his 
experience dealing with children he truly had no idea on how to approach a child such as this. 


“This one does not know how,” he said, frowning slightly. “I apologize for this ones’ lack of 
knowledge”. 


“No, I uh, that’s not something you should apologize for,’ Menogias said hurriedly, shooting his 
eyes to Bonanus who refused to meet his gaze. He floundered for a moment looking for something 
to appease the situation. 


“What is it that you do for enjoyment then?” Menogias asked awkwardly, his voice pitched in a 
strange way, too high for his tone. 


Alatus chewed his cheek in contemplation. What did the little bird like. He liked the tree, but that 
was more a place than an actual enjoyment. He liked the quiet, but he did not enjoy it particularly, 
he just liked it. He enjoyed flying, but he cannot do that any longer. There was a thought that 
niggled at the back of his mind, an almost ingrained feeling. Alatus knew he liked something, but 
he could not think of what it was, buried too deep in the ruin of his past and trampled on by the 
vicious sludge of his present. 


“This one does not know,” he said looking to the hydro yaksha for guidance, and back to the geo 
one before him. 


Menogias opened his mouth to reply when a golden flash lit up the area, transcendent light 
bouncing off the thin stalks of bamboo. Morax stood before them, the horns upon his head were 
flashing sporadically and his clawed hands were more gold than black, his pristine white robe hug 
tightly to his form. 


The two yakshas stood quick to attention, eye trained solely on their God before them. 
“Rex Lapis,” they said in unison, bowing in tandem. 
Alatus stood to his feet and trembled, bowing low at the waist. 


“You are needed in return to the assembly, a few of the lower yaksha will take place in guard of 
these villages,” His tone was more authoritative than Alatus had ever heard and he scratched 
harshly at his arm, pulling the skin off with each brutal scrape, blood bubbling up and staining 
beneath his fingernails. 


“Yes, my lord,” they said and Bonanus turned her gaze to Alatus, and Morax raised his hand to halt 
the question that sat on her tongue. 


“The adeptus stays,” he said tone neutral. “Lord Bahrul's army marches towards the assembly. All 
abled bodies are to take arms”. 


“Lord Bahrul perished years ago,” Menogias said, Bonanus nodding beside him. 


“He has yes, but his husband has not. Hyril controls the remaining forces, and it appears he caught 
wind that his husband's executioner finds refuge within our borders”. 


“You don’t mean...” Menogias whispered, looking to Alatus who still bowed before the God. 


“Others who found torment at his presence and lost loved ones to his blade allies themselves with 


him,” Morax said, his voice gave no inflection of emotion, it was hard and battle worn. 


“My lord, if they truly are after the boy then the battle field would not be safe for him!” Argued 
Bonanus, she backed away from her lord, her grip finding Alatus’ arm and holding tightly. Her 
hand was slick with sweat... or perhaps it was Alatus who perspired. 


“Tf they desire the boy then there is no other place for him then the battle field! Do not defy me!” 
Morax voice was loud and rumbled fiercely in his chest. 

Bonanus bowed to him once more and bit harshly into the skin of her lip. Menogias stood 
unwavering before her. 


“In accordance to your contract,” Morax said, a polearm materialized in his hand and he offered it 
to the young adeptus. 


The polearm was not grand in anyway. It was simple in it design, a sleek black with a tassel that 
hung at the head. The hilt was well worn the leather grips were frayed and dirtied with use. The 
blade however was tended and sharp catching the sunbeams about its edge. 


Alatus took it with shaking fingers. 
“Yes, master,” he said, voice hollow and soft. 


“General Chizapus, General Kapisas, you and your troops are to man the north and south 
guard. General Musatas and Marshal Vritras have only just been cleared for duty, they will be 
stationed in the center of the assembly, do not let the enemy pass that far,” He ordered. 


“Yes, my lord,” The two echoed and they were gone in an instant, wisps of blue and yellow the 
only indication they had stood there at all. 


Morax turned his gaze to Alatus once more. 


“You will be in the east guard, the Millileth stand guard there as well. No troops were seen at the 
east, so you should not see heavy battle”. 


“Yes, master,” Came his dead tone once more. 
Morax gaze a rather strangled sigh as Alatus dispersed into green vapor. 


To say the Millileth were displeased with Alatus’ appearance would be more than putting it mildly. 
They threw looks of disgust at the boy that stood still with his back to them, eyes fixed upon the 
horizon line. They complained loudly and made threats to his back. 


Still, Alatus ignored them steadfast. 

“We need not enemies on both sides! Return to the hovel from whence you crawled beast’. 
“How dangerous for Rex Lapis to entrust a blade to a monster!” 

“Be sure to stay out of our way lest a stray blade strike you. Accidently of course”. 


A rock struck true to the back of Alatus’ skull yet he did not react. This is his masters order, to 
stand guard to the east. No enemies are to make it to the epicenter of the assembly. Those are his 
orders and nothing shall stop him from completing them. Even as the soldiers words bit harsh in to 
his flesh and his fear burned torrid in his heart Alatus stood unwavering. 


Nothing happened for a long while. Many of the Millileth took seats upon the ground and the 
various stones that stuck into the earth. They spoke softly to each other, whispered words upon 
their tongues as they shot untrusting looks to Alatus, who had not moved so much as an inch since 
he took to his post. 


The battle was upon them, Alatus could hear it in the distance. Discordant shouts and the echos of 
iron against iron rang disjointed in his mind. 


Still, Alatus did not waver. 


A roar echoed through the plains and a thrill shot through Alatus’ vein like venom. What a 
terrifying sound, and as he looked skyward a great imposing beast took to the skies. The power was 
astronomical and Alatus fought hard with himself to not immediately prostrate himself to the 
ground in reverence to the mighty being. 


This was Morax, he knew. The horns on the dragons' head were the same that his master wore 
proudly. He bore the same golden trims across his arms and the copper mane matched the ends of 
his master's hair perfectly. Alatus did not witness this form when he did battle with lady Azlin. 
Perhaps he did not see her a threat. Perhaps she was so weak he needn’t waste his time on a being 
such as she. 


Perhaps then, Alatus too was just as weak for he could not break the binds she had placed on him. 


Another beast rose to meet the imposing dragon in combat. It bore some semblance to a cat. He, 
much larger and thicker in stature than the cats one was to see lazing about the assembly. This 
beast bore large fangs and sharp claws. The hair upon its body was coarse and wild, an inky black 
with simmering blue markings adorning its face. 


This is Hyril. 


But this is not the Hyril that Alatus remembers. When lady Azlin demanded the head of Lord 
Bahrul, Alatus achieved just that. When he rained hell upon the lords' borders, when he 
slaughtered the peoples and devastated the land, he remembers Hyril cowering as his husband 
stood valiant to meet his blade. When Bahrul's head fell to the might of Alatus’ blade, Hyril fled 
with his tail between his legs, and tears upon his face. 


Alatus remembers a coward, but the beast that did battle with his new master was not cowardly at 
all. 


“Ah, our lord does battle with the enemy. This battle shall not last long at all th-” 


The words were cut from the millileth’s tongue quickly, a sharp whish whistles past Alatus’ ear 
and he turned in time to witness an arrow sink deeply into the soft throat of the man. His eyes 
widened and blood bubbled out past his lips. 


He was dead before his body even hit the ground. 


The remaining men scattered up, grabbing their weapons from where they rested. Their forms were 
disjointed and confused as they looked quickly about them for an enemy. Alatus too clenched his 
hand tighter upon his hilt, and his eyes scanned calmly across the cliff heads that surrounded 

them. 


‘There!’ 


Another arrowed sped towards them, but Alatus was much quicker this time round, slicing the 


arrow when it reached him. The sharp of his blade cutting the shaft cleanly and the broken arrow 
dropped useless to the floor. 


A shout rang about the cliff side and a swarm of armor-clad men and women rushed about the 
group. Morax’s men were quick to meet them in battle, however they were not equipped to deal 
with such an enemy. 


On every person hung a shining vision. 


It was a massacre if nothing else. The millileth dropped quickly to the might of the enemy. Their 
singed corpses and mutilated flesh decorated the landscape at the little birds' feet. Their bodies 
hung lifeless on stone spears and dangled grotesquely at the mercy of strangling vines. The men 
that remained wavered, their moral was gone after watching their friends, their brothers in arms fall 
so quickly to ruin. 


Alatus was not deterred by the bloodshed, and met continuous to the strikes that fell about him. For 
every man of Morax’s that was slaughtered, he took two of the enemy in their place. His skin was 
once more bathed in the blood of mortals and tasted iron thick on his tongue. His blade showed no 
mercy as it tore the heads from its victims, and ripped through flesh and armor alike. 


‘Do not let the enemy to the center of the assembly’ He chanted in his mind, intent on following the 
orders his master had given him. 


Alatus choked on the miasma of bloodlust, swallowed back the impending fear and continued his 
dance of destruction. Aided by the wind he moved quickly striking down foe after foe until only he 
remained standing on the battle field. 


He stood calm in the middle of the carnage. No one stood beside him, all dead on the floor their 
blood soaking uncomfortably to his clothes and dried within the lines of his flesh. 


How unmatched they were to the might of the enemy. 
An enemy caused by Alatus it would appear. 


He watched the sky as a cat and a dragon did battle, dancing about each other in a choreographed 
dance of death. They traded blow upon blow but neither did one falter. They were so strong, and 
Alatus so weak; unable to save even one of Morax’s men. 


A burning sensation raced across his back and Alatus howled. He dropped to the ground and rolled 
just in time to avoid another strike. Before him stood a man clothed in the armor of Bahrul. 


He was a hulking figure, perhaps as tall as his master, but twice as wide. There was no hair upon 
his head, but his scalp was littered with scars. He was missing his left eye; it its place was nothing 
more than pink and veiny flesh. His other eye was so dark it almost black, the veins within it had 
burst, coloring the whites a vibrant red. A huge claymore rest heavy on his shoulder, a cryo vision 
sat proudly in the armor of his neck. 


Alatus backed away slowly from the man in uncertainty. He hadn’t even felt his presence. How 
terrifying to have escaped Alatus’ senses, that of which he had built up through eons of torture and 
desire to stay alive just one more day. 


“Well, it seems the mighty Morax now controls the dog,” the man taunted. He tapped the blade 
against his shoulder as he took measured steps towards the boy. 


With every step forward, Alatus had to take two back to keep the same distance. 


“Look at the puppy now, cowering before the dog with the bigger bite,” taunted the man. “I 
wonder if you would remember me, you did take my eye after all,” 


Alatus said nothing, just continued to keep the man distant. 


“Ha, well, I suppose that would make sense. I was nothing but a child back then. Perhaps then you 
would remember my family?” He asked with contempt. 


Still, Alatus said nothing. 


“No! How about I remind you!” The man swung harsh at the adeptus, and Alatus was quick to 
move away, and blocked the blow with the hilt of his polearm. 


“You tore open the chest of my father!” 
He swung and again Alatus blocked. 
“You mutilated my mother!” 

Swing. Block. 

“You beheaded my sister!” 

Swing. 


This time when Altus raised his blade to block, the man before him shot ice from his blade. The 
cold was biting at Alatus’ flesh and he could feel his skin freeze to the hilt. It burned it a strange 
way, and when he readjusts his grip, he tore flesh from his hands. 


“You have killed all I held dear, and I ran from you in cowardice. Not anymore! Not Today! They 
will not know peace until your blood is splayed upon the soil. They will not no rest until your body 
is swallowed by the earth!” 


Blow after blow rained down on the young adeptus, his arms shook with the strain, and his bones 
trembled with the power of each strike. The man's hits were chaotic and all Alatus was able to do 
was block, hoping he would wear himself out and he himself could strike. Just one hit is all he 
would need. 


The bloodhound of Azlin has always been efficient after all. 

Clang! Clang! Clang! Each hit of iron on iron sent sparks flying. 

Clang! Clang! Clang! The polearm in Alatus’ grasp quivered beneath the violent blows. 
Clang! Clang! Crack! 


The polearm shattered in two, the force of Alatus grip and the sudden change of pressure caused 
the adepti’s arms to pinwheel behind him. Molten pain seared through his shoulder as the claymore 
finally struck true, buried in the bone of Alatus’ shoulder. He bit back a scream as he dropped to 
the ground and dislodged the blade. He rolled quick to his feet to avoid the strike that followed. 


‘Do not let the enemy to the center of the assembly’ he told himself once more. 


Alatus bared his teeth and snarled at the man. He laughed, it was hearty and deep, as if he knew 
the outcome of the battle and it reined in his favor. 


“What is an executioner without his blade?” He taunted and sped toward the boy. 


Alatus ducked beneath the blade, and swiped towards the man's face. His nails dragged across the 
man's flesh, and scratched at his remaining eye. The man howled and sent ice out once more. The 
blood that coated thick to Alatus froze to his skin, and bit harsh with its frigid might. 

He shivered and clenched his jaw to stop the chattering of his teeth. 


“Ha, don’t know when to roll over do you mutt!?” The man screamed and threw vicious blows 
quick in time to each other. Alatus danced away from them, careful not to let the frozen metal once 
more break his skin. The man was losing control of himself, each blow more barbaric than the last, 
his laughter was depraved as it rang heavy from his throat. 


There will be an opening. Look for your opening Alatus told himself, his eyes trained on the man 
before him. Watching his teetering footwork and haphazard swings. 


Look for your opening 


It didn’t take long for him to find it, not with how unhinged the giant of a man had become. He 
staggered, and was thrown off by the weight of the blade. Alatus ducked in closely gripping the 
man’s wrist in his hands. He had to use both for he could not wrap one completely around it. He 
twisted his body harshly and the man's wrist shattered beneath the pressure of both Alatus’ strength 
and the opposing weight of the claymore. 


He screamed and his weapon dropped to the ground. The boy was quick to push him back wanting 
as much distance between the man and his weapon as he could possibly make. When the man 
came to his senses, he swung his unoccupied hand striking hard the side of Alatus’ head. He 
staggered and dropped, the man following him to the ground quickly. 


He straddled him, his weight keeping Alatus pinned to the ground his arms trapped beneath the 
enemies' knees, and he stuck fast with his fists. The soft skin of Alatus’ face cracked under the 
sharp blow of the man's knuckles. The boy wiggled desperately under him, turning his head and 
trying in vain to avoid the hits. 


His vision began to fray at the edges. 


Do not let the enemy... Do not let the enemy into the center of the assembly Alatus reminded 
himself and wrenched his arm harshly from the man's hold. His shoulder wrenched horridly a wet 
popping sound echoed in his ears. 


“Ha, what does the puppy hope to do with one arm?” The man laughed maniacally, “My name is 
Sun Zhun and you will fall to my hand today!” 


Alatus bared his teeth once more, and flexed his fingers like claws. 
The bloodhound of Azlin always strikes true. 


He tore through the soft flesh of Zhuns throat and ripped harshly at his jugular. The man gurgled 
above him as he choked on his life. Warm blood splashed over Alatus’ face, and caused his eyes to 
blur red. The hulking beast dropped forward and pushed the air harshly from the boys' lungs. 


He struggled beneath the weight of him, trying to push him to the side, but with one arm pinned 
and the other damaged the attempts were futile. 


He gave harsh choking breaths of desperation and wiggled faster, perhaps to shimmy his way out. 
Tears flooded his face, leaving pink streaks down his swollen cheeks. 


Alatus screamed and green vapor wrapped around him, the body on top of him dropping to the 
ground as Alatus vanished. 


Above, a cat fell screaming from the sky falling to the stone spears that awaited his descent. 
In the distance the echo of cheering rang happily through the borders of Guili. 
They had won, but at what cost was the victory, when the dead dotted the land scape. 


By the time Morax and his feared adepti made it to the eastern guard, the bodies that lay strewn 
about the ground had begun to bloat, and insects buzzed around their remains. The smell was 
horrendous, and Guizhong who stood beside Morax covered her nose at the horror. 


“Oh Gods,” She whispered as she took in the sight before her. Morax was silent at her side. 


“My lord?” Menogias whispered, looking to the carnage before him. “You had said no one was 
seen at the eastern borders”. 


Morax said nothing. Guizhong left his side, and bent down to the grass below. She reached out to 
an object that lay heavy on the floor; there was a hesitance in her grip as she took it in her grasp. 


“Morax?” She questioned. 


In her hands she held a shattered polearm. It was black in color, but red stained her hands where she 
grabbed it, bits of flesh still hung to the metal; on the head was a torn and frayed tassel. 


Morax said nothing, kept his eyes steady on the weapon she held in her grip. 
“Zhongli,” she tried again. “Where is he?” 


Her voice was choked with tears and fear, and still Morax said nothing. 
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Take Flight on Golden Wings 


The bodies of the deceased were collected and set to burn upon a pyre, releasing their souls from 
the encasement of their flesh. It took place in the center of the assembly and everybody was in 
attendance, shedding tears and sending love and prayers to the ones who departed much too early. 


The people crafted beautiful lanterns and let them loose to mingle with the stars overhead. Each 
lantern held a prayer; a wish that their souls would be guided home, and to bless them with a rest of 
happiness eternal. 


Morax stood sentinel his eyes drifting across the crowd. Lady Guizhong stood beside him, her eyes 
were far away and lost. She had wanted to join the adepti in their search for her missing bird, yet 
she had a duty to her people. 


She had a duty to love them, to protect them, and to grieve with them and she honored that duty 
true. 


The search had only begun recently, the mighty and illuminated beast being sure to pay their 
respect to the soldiers that fell in duty to the assembly. Guizhong was waiting impatiently, but she 
is not to leave the lamentation of her people until the embers no longer burn. 


She twisted the sleeves of her hanfu relentlessly in her fingers. 


“We will meet them at the pavilion soon enough; we shall have our answers then,” Morax told her 
his tone was calm but it served nothing other than to make the upset rise high in Guizhong’s chest. 


“Do you not fear for him?” She asked, her voice bordering on hysterics as she turned to look at the 
man beside her. “He should not have been made to fight’. 


“The enemy marched on us due to his presence in the plains,” he reasoned to her. 
“All the more reason to keep him from battle! He was still injured Morax”. 
“He was to abide by the confines of his contract,” He replied, his voice was even and unwavering. 


“Your contract can rot in the abyss!” She hissed, her eyes flashing in anger. 


“This is not the place for such a discussion,” Morax said. His voice was strained as if he was trying 
desperately to rein in his anger. Guizhong sniffed and turned away from him. 


The rest of the ceremony was silent and tense, neither God willing to make contact with each other, 
and when the embers finally burnt out, Guizhong made her way down to her people and said a few 
parting words. She left not long after rather hurried in her steps. 


Morax watched her leave, and followed a few moments after. 


When the two had made it to the dining pavilion they were greeted by the return of the other 
adepti. None of their faces shined hopeful, they were tense and in a few cases distrusting. 


“Any word?” Guizhong asked, moving quickly to take her seat beside Cloud Retainer. 
“He is not at that old tree,” Ping said, her voice tense. 


“T did not find him at Luhua either.” Bonanus said. They had agreed to search the places most 
familiar with the boy, hoping he would have fled there in his panic, yet both came up empty. 


“He was not in his room, nor did this one find him in the village,” Came the calming voice of Sky 
Bracer. He stomped his foot in agitation and Guizhong took a deep breath through her nose, 
clenching her hands to fists. 


“Where else have we looked?” She asked, her voice wavering. 


“T have had the Yaksha spread out through the assembly my lady, the beast was not found,” 
Bosacius said, keeping his gaze neutral. Bonanus clenched her jaw at the use of such a term. 


“Do not call him that Marshall Vritras,” Guizhong scorned, yet her voice was tired. 
“Apologies,” He replied yet, he did not sound sorry at all. 


The group sat anxious, looking to one another in apprehension. No one knew what to say in fear of 
upsetting the God of Dust who sat tense before them. 


“Expand your search to the areas outside our borders,” Morax ordered. His voice was strained and 
distrusting, maybe even a little angry. 


“You think he has violated the contract?” Mountain shaper asked. 


“T must take all possibilities in to consideration. Considering the slaughter of my men, and the 
disappearance of the adeptus, I am to-” Guizhong cut him of harshly, her eyes brimmed angry with 
tears. 


“You think he is responsible for the death of your men? Morax, those were caused by visions! He 
does not wield fire nor earth last I checked!” She said with incredulity, her eyes locked to Morax’s 


“T am aware that many of them had been killed by enemy forces, but it may not be all of them,” he 
said to her, scales began to crawl up the side of his neck, and a long thick tail materialized behind 
him, swishing in anger. 


“He has not,” Guizhong pleaded in the innocence of her bird, standing to rest her palms angrily on 
the table. Around her the adepti began to shift nervously. 


“T wonder then, how you are so certain?” He asked. His tone was challenging as he stared at his 
partner beside him. 


“T know him, I know that he would never do that. I know that he is kind, and good. He is not a 
monster, why is that so hard for you all to understand?” 


“If you know him then where has he gone!?” Morax roared at her in anger. Guizhong stood 
unflinching before him. “Why has he fled if not in guilt?!” 


“He is afraid Morax, he has been afraid since he has arrived!” 


“Fear is not an excuse for everything! Look past your compassion and consider the facts that you 
love so dearly!” 


The adepti were quick to move away from the quarreling Gods, situating themselves at the edge of 
the pavilion hoping it would not come to be that they are forced to intervene. They are much too 
close to the village; the damage they may cause would be reprehensible and irreplaceable. 


“Do not speak to me in such a manner! I AM A GOD AS WELL MORAX!” She shouted, tears 
streamed down her face leaving her skin pink and blotchy. Dust began to swirl at his feet in 
response to her anger. “If you think so little of him, if you think him nothing more than a 
monstrous beast, then why have you saved him at all? If you did so only to continue the same 
torture as Azlin had put him through then you are more cruel than I have ever realized.” 


Guizhong left at her parting words, dust swirling violently where she had stood only moments 
before. Morax roared, his reverberant pitch echoed through the stone work and shook the pavilion. 


The adepti began to shift uncomfortably as they looked upon their God, this time not in 
apprehension but in fear. 


“Dismissed,” He growled and Morax too vanished in a golden light. 


Night had fallen and still there was no news of Alatus’ whereabouts and Guizhong too had failed to 
make any sort of appearance since the debacle earlier that day. 


The people of the assembly seemed to silently rejoice at the news of the missing boy. Whispering 
to each other in glee about the absence of a monster. How they may sleep peacefully now that he is 
gone. 


All the adepti had returned with the same news; there had been no sign of him beyond the borders. 
Morax felt his frustration grow at the lack of progress, how hard was it for such adept beings to 
locate one adeptus. 


“We apologize my Lord, but the little bird is rather proficient at hiding his presence,” Bonanus 
said, recalling the time he too had snuck up on her upon their first meeting. 


“Expand the search towards Mondstadt and Sumeru,” Morax said sternly, “He is to be found”. 


“My lord, you think that wise?” Indarias said, not wanting to anger the gods that lay beyond the 
borders of Liyue. 


Morax stared sternly at the pyro Yaksha, anger rolling off him in waves. Madame ping stood 
forward placing herself in front of Indarias; her face was set in upset as she glared up the dragon. 


“Come now, you know as well that we are not in a situation to anger those that reside in other 


nations. Do not take your anger out on your adepti, when they do the work for you, stubborn 
dragon.” She scolded him. 


“T am not taking out any anger, I ask only that they do as they are ordered,” Morax said turning to 
the old woman before him. 


“You may be old Morax but I am still older. You are upset at what Guizhong has said to you and 
you turn to anger to deal with it instead of doing the right thing and speaking with her!” She 
scolded, walking closer to him so she stood center in his space. 


“Apologize Morax, and tomorrow we will continue the search within liyue’s borders, that child 
would not have left what is familiar,” Ping said seriously. 


“And how are you to be so certain?” He asked still tense. 
“Because I am old and wizened, and I know when people are afraid, they seek familiarity.” 


She left then, the other adepti bowing to their lord and following in her lead until only Morax 
remained. He sighed closing his eyes against the anger that still roiled in the cavity of his chest. He 
stayed there well past the rising of the moon, and his people had all retired for the evening. 


He looked to the abode he shared with Guizhong and sighed before making his way back to his 
room. Morax was not a beast known for apologies. He is the Prime of the Adepti. He is praised as 
a great Warrior God, as the God of Contracts. He is not one to apologize and very rarely has he 
ever. 


But even a beast such as he knows that he has caused a great upset. 


When he made it to the door of their shared room he hesitated before opening. The apology he had 
practiced in his head on the way back died quickly on his tongue. The room was exactly as he had 
left it early that morning. Guizhong had her blueprints strewn across the low table, and on the far 
wall placed nicely on shelves were the various trinkets Morax had hoarded throughout his years. 
The bed that sat in the center of the room was still made, the sheets were smoothed and pressed 
and the decorative pillows lined against the headboard. 


The room felt lonelier than he had ever experienced before, especially since he was sure in was 
warm this morning. It was clear that Guizhong had never returned to the room, and Morax felt 
a coldness seep through his bones. 


He pondered for a moment, trying to decide where the God of Dust would have gone, and found 
his feet guiding him to the abode that she had used for her experiments and mechanic building. He 
did not enter often, the place was only ever used by Guizhong herself and Cloud Retainer, 
everyone else seemed to steer clear from the chaos. 


When he entered, he was greeted by the same echoing silence of the bedroom. There was no 
whizzing or buzzing of machines. No fires lit the forges and all the diagrams and blue prints were 
rolled up nicely on the shelves. There were a few loose pieces of metal scrapped across the tables 
but there was no sign of life at all in the lonely little workshop. 


He left quickly not wanting to disturb the peace any longer and wandered back to the plains. Made 
way to all the places he knew Guizhong to be. The pavilions, the village square, the glaze lily 
fields and he came up empty each time. Eventually he made his way to the eastern border, thinking 
perhaps she was looking for clues on the adeptus’ hiding place. 


The battle field was sinister at night, the echoing of death still lingered heavy in the air. There was 


blood stained upon the soil, stone structures slathered in it, and vines weeping in it. There were 
gouges in the soil and char marks in the grass. Morax could still see in his mind's eye the bodies of 
his men mangled in heaps across his land. What he failed to see was Guizhong. He stood alone, 
only the ghost of the past to keep him company. 


He was about to return to his room for the night, content to let the lady hide away from him if that 
is what she desired when a small thought crossed his mind. 


Perhaps, he thought, she would be there. 


Before he knew it, he found himself standing before a familiar woven door, and he could faintly 
feel Guizhong’s power fluttering softly on the other side of it. He took a breath in through his nose, 
debating on if he should turn back and give her the space she was looking for when her voice 
floated soft to his ears. 


“T know you are there Morax,” She had said, and he opened the curtain and stepped in to the little 
birds’ room. 


Guizhong was laying on the bed her back to him. She had shed her outer robes clothed now only in 
the silk fabrics she wore beneath. Her hair was let loose and hung of the edge of the mattress and 
pooled on the floor below her. 


She was beautiful and Morax was in awe of her. 
“Gui...”” He began his voice more hesitant than he ever remembers it being. 


“T do not wish for you to call me such,” Guizhong said to him in reply. Her voice was hoarse and 
thick with grief. 


“T see. My lady then. I have come to offer my apologizes for the way I have upset you.” 


“T do not want it,” She shuffled on the bed, curling tightly around the pillow that she held in her 
grasp. 


“7...” he began. 
“T do not want an apology that you do not mean.” 


“T do mean it. Iam sorry for the way I had spoken to you. It was crude and I was ignorant to your 
feelings.” 


“You still are. I do not accept your apology because you do not know why I am sad,” she said, 
finally sitting up to look at the dragon that stood in the doorway. “You do not understand why I am 
angry and hurt. Until you do I cannot and I will not accept an apology you give simply because 
you think you have to. When you apologize, it is supposed to mean something Morax”. 


“T see,” he said closing his eyes and dropping his head to his chest in thought. 


“Do you?” She asked him softly her eyes once more welling in tears. 
“Perhaps...perhaps not yet but I will try to understand. Emotions are... much more complicated than 
I thought they would be,” 


Guizhong gave a rather wet giggle, as she wiped at his face and set a miniscule smile his way and 
nodded slightly. She reached over the medicine vial that sat religiously on his bed side and rolled it 
between her fingers. 


“He never took this. Not once,” she said sadly and placed it softly on the table once more. 
“Perhaps he truly did not need it.” 


“No, he was in pain every day. You could see it in his face, at the set of his brow at yet still he 
refused it.” 


“Why do you believe that to be the case?” 

“T think, perhaps he found comfort in the pain’. 

“T do not understand?” Morax questioned, tilting his head to the side. 
“T do not either,” She replied. 


“Are you coming to bed my lady?” Morax asked quietly in an attempt to keep the lull that had 
fallen over the two. 


She shook her head, her long hair tickling across tear-stained cheeks. 
“No, I will stay here.” 


Morax nodded to her before stepping from the room. He began to walk back to his room only to 
stop short of getting there. He thought of the cold and lonely room and thought he would rather be 
anywhere but there. He changed into his true form and took to the skies, the stars playing a 
wonderful back drop. He flew peacefully, the world at war was quiet for just a moment and he 
found himself dipping down to land before a grand gingko tree and curled himself up around the 
roots. 


Three days have come to pass and there was still no sign of the little bird. The adepti of Guili were 
once more stationed around the small stone table of the dining pavilion. They were arguing 
amongst each other, their voices raised and shouting. Morax stood before them in silence, his eyes 
sharp and his ears open. He did not intervene, for what right did he have when there was nothing 
known about where the adepti had gone. 


Marchosius, was a bear like being that toiled away as the God of Stoves, feeding and teaching the 
peoples of the assembly. He walked gentle towards Guizhong who had settled herself beneath a 
tree. 


She looked tired, her eyes were heavy with despair and her skin seemed to almost hang from her 
bones in exhaustion. Her hair was loose and frazzled around her face and the clothing she wore was 
wrinkled and worn. Marchosius knelt beside her and handed her a small bow] of steaming soup. 


Guizhong smiled at him, and shook her head. 
“Thank you, but I am not hungry.” 


Marchosius gaze an almost squeaking hum and presented the bowl to her once more, and shook his 
head at her refusal. Guizhong sighed and took the bow1 with a small thank you. She rested the bowl 
in her lap, the warmth of the ceramic seeping pleasantly in to her hands. The bear hummed at her 
once more, and inclined his head to the bowl she held idle in her lap. 


She sighed before taking a sip. 


“Tt’s good thank you,” She smiled, and Marchosius bowed to her before he made his way to sit at 
the table. She placed the bowl again to her lap and ignored it once more. Her appetite had 
diminished greatly and the thought of anything in her stomach made her anxious and sick. 


“When are we to going to entertain the notion, the boy may no longer be in liyue?” Moon Carver 
said, shaking his head, the multicolored mane ruffling in the movement. 


“Adepti do not flee the borders of Liyue,” Cloud retainer countered, her wings flapped in irritation. 
“He is just hiding about in cowardice, you have just yet to find him’. 


“This one has yet to see you find the boy?” Mountain shaper said, squawking at her in rebuttal. 
“Perhaps this one does not wish him found?” She said in turn. 


Guizhong hearing the cruel words, curled her head to her chest in sorrow. She placed the bowl of 
soup to the grass beside her the smell making her nauseous. 


“When shall we cease this useless hunt, for a boy that does not wish to be found?” Retainer piped 
up again. 


“Perhaps the boy is not even alive?” Challenged Shaper. 


“Cease this chatter!” Sky Bracer said and shook his head, the great horns that crested from his 
skull whistled as they caught the wind. “You cause our lady distress”. 


“He is not dead,” Came Guizhong’s sad tones. Morax raised his hand for silence, and the adepti 
turned to him in expectancy. 


“We will continue the search. Even if the adeptus were to have.... perished outside of the assembly 
borders we owe it to him as an illuminated being to give him his right of parting.” He told them 
sternly. “There will be no further arguments on the matter. Ask around if you must, the boy is well 
known if he was seen he would be remembered. Dismissed.” 


The group hesitated before making their way away from the pavilion. Morax took a seat with a 
heavy sigh and massaged the bridge of his nose in irritation. He heard Guizhong shift behind him 
and listened to the drag of her feet as she made her way heavily to the table. She did not sit next to 
him, instead being sure to place four seats between him. 


“He is not dead,” she said again, her voice was soft, eyes downcast. “He is too strong to lay down 
and die,” 


“Yes, my lady I believe you.” He said keeping his tone open and appeasing. He saw no reason to 
doubt her, he has seen the boy and knew his strength. 


The two sat in a rather tense silence. Neither had really spoken together since their argument and so 
awkward they were forced to sit. 


“T do not know where he is? I just... I know he is not dead,” She whispered to him and finally 
looked to his eyes. 


“T believe you my Lady,” He whispered, bowing his head to her in turn. “I wonder, where you 
think one such as he would go?” He wondered aloud, not really asking for answer but asking 
instead to stall the silence that enveloped them. 


Guizhong wiped at her eyes and shook her head, giving a small incredulous laugh at the 


predicament that they had found themselves in. She shook her head again and again, giving that 
same small laugh. 


“Somewhere familiar?” She gave a dry snort of laughter and brought her head to her hands “I sound 
broken. Nothing but repeating hopeful conviction that he’s still hiding somewhere nearby”. 


“Perhaps he is. Where would familiar be do you think?” He asked, giving her an open look, 
inviting her to speak freely with him as they have so often done before. 


“T don’t know,” She whispered, “He has been with us not even a month he knows the room and a 
tree for Celestia sake, there is nothing familiar, not here”. She cried to him. 


“A few weeks or not, there still is familiarity in his heart. You have given him that,” he told her, 
his voice contemplative and softer than she had ever heard. 


“But we have searched. Again and again, we have searched and still he eludes us. We search and 
search and still we find nothing!” She cried to him with anguish. “There is nothing familiar here. 
Not here”. 


Guizhong froze, her entire body rigid and her face took on a pallor, sweat beading at her brow. A 
sharp inhale brought cold air to her lungs and she choked on the frost of it. 


“Zhongli,” She whispered to him. 

“T am Zhongli again?” He asked her ever curious. 
“Zhongli,” she said again. 

“Yes Guizhong, I am listening”. 


“This is not familiar to him,” She whispered again, she stood harshly, her thighs slamming against 
the stone table in her haste. Dishes rattled at the force sending tea spilling to the stone. “This is not 
familiar to him,” She repeated again, urgency thick on her tongue. 


“Yes, you have mentioned,” he said to her, not following the blabber that spilled forth from her 
lips. 


“Zhongli, where is most familiar to him?” She asked, hurrying to him, gripping his hands tightly in 
hers. “Where is it?” 


“Tm sure I do not know,” He asked her, confused by her actions. 


“But you do, you do. Zhongli you were the one to take him from that of which is familiar. You 
know”. 


“Surely you speak not of-” 


“Azlin. We have not checked the domain of Azlin, too sure were we he would never return to such 
a place of corruption” She whispered removing her hands from his so that she may cradle at his 
cheeks. “He is there, I can feel it so strongly in my heart’. She cried, tears dripping from her chin 
and painting dots on the soft fabrics of Morax’s cloak. 


“T... Believe you, my lady. I shall send the adepti to search the remains of the domain.” He began to 
stand, being sure to keep her hands held in his as he looked deeply to her eyes. “I believe you Gui... 
I believe you.” 


“No, no we need to go now. It's been four days Li; it’s been days he needs help. We need to help 
him,” she said frantic, pulling her hands and guiding him so his forehead rested flush against hers. 
“We can go now. Together we can go to him now,” She whispered. 


“The domain is dangerous, it unsightly and horrific,” he told her, placing his hands on her -that of 
which still cradled his face in desperation- “It is not a place one should wish to journey. I will 
guide the adepti for their exploration”. 


“For me, Li; for me please let us go,” She pleaded placing a soft kiss to his lips, and rested her 
head against his shoulder. “For me?” She pleaded again. 


He sighed and his eyes closed gently. 


“Yes, for you my lady,” He whispered to her just as gently. 


Morax took his true form, and Guizhong sat upon his neck, hands fisted in the copper mane and it 
was warm and soft beneath her hands. The wind whipped at her face and she bent her weight so she 
lay flush against him. The flight was quick, Morax conquering the skies as he was born too. They 
touched down in the desolate wastes of Azlins domain not long after and Guizhong slid graceful 
from his back. 


Morax’s form glowed bright for a moment before shrinking to his human form once more, the 
horns that glowed upon his crown casting light against the encroaching darkness that rippled across 
the domain of dreams. 


The domain was rotten. It festered hot with sin and immorality. The stone of Azlins fortress was 
stained with blood, rusted out and flaking against the pavement. It smelled wickedly of iron and 
corruption and Guizhong swallowed back bile that cemented itself in her throat. 


There were bodies flung haphazard around the central square. Some were skeletal and some still 
eroding away, their flesh collapsing against broken ribs cages and tattered clothing. There were 
bodies placed on iron spikes fenced around the entrance to Azlin’s castle of corruption. There were 
glowing wisps that floated soft around the two Gods. Their blue lights casting an eerie glow across 
the bloodied pavement and seemed to guide them forward, beckoned them deeper into the scathing 
darkness of the domain. 


They walked together, Guizhong having her hand grasped tightly into the golden palm of Morax. 
The echoing hallways of that demented castle were stagnant and destitute, their footsteps sounding 
off the walls of carnage and slaughter. They looked upon the doors that they passed, an empty 
dining hall, food rotting on silver plates. Cobwebs decorated the walls and the furniture giving 
home to the insects that still found refuge in its echoing walls. 


A bed chamber with sheets upturned and sorrow plastered upon the duvet. There was empty, 
echoing halls that housed nothing but the statues erected in honor to the tyrannic God, her eyes 
seeming to follow the movement of the two Gods, watching as they trespassed against her 
livelihood. 


There were rooms upon rooms of riches, coated in the sin and regret of the slaughterer. There was 
nothing there that could have satisfied the greed of Azlin. No amount of riches; no congregation of 
followers could satiate her hunger for dominion. 


There were grand rooms filled with nothing, only echoing stone and anguish. There were rooms 


upon rooms of emptiness and pain, and still there was no sign of a broken bird, no sign of a child 
lost to the harsh hands of the world. 


They walked the echoing halls, followed only by the glowing wisps of lost life and the steady 
tapping of their footsteps. A grand archway opened up to a long and echoing hall, a throne sat 
lonely and unoccupied. The crumpled remains of Azlin still shattered across the stone. Her body 
still stuck in the mortal plane yet her being and essence was cleansed by the glorious dance of his 
most noble yaksha. 


“This is where I met him,” Morax said, casting his eyes upon the throne, his memory bringing to 
mind the clear picture of a skeletal boy sat at the feet of his God a corrupt hand smoothing her 
tainted fingers down a rigid spine. 


“He is here, I know he is here,” Guizhong begged to him, clutching his hand tighter in hers. 
“We have searched every room, my lady,” he responded voice even. 

“He is here,” She whispered again. “He is here”. 

Gui, we have searched...” 


“No, no he is here. He is here, please” She begged her heart heavy. “Please, once more, please just 
once more”. 


Morax sighed, but conceded and guided her further into the room. They searched upon the stone, 
pressing against the crumbling rock. There were cracks that scratched at their flesh and made 
indents in their fingers. Beside him Guizhong whispered he’s here over and over under her breath 
like a prayer. 


Morax let his power ripple through the stone, searching for something, anything. It reverberated 
back to him in waves nothing but stone encasements. Nothing but blank walls and flatness all 
around where he stood. 


Until there wasn’t. 


At the back of the wall, behind the decrepit throne there was a wall of nothing. 
An illusion. 


A dream. 


When Morax placed his hand upon it, it sunk into the brickwork like water, rippling around his 
elbow. He looked then to Guizhong whose eyes burned with hope and she rushed quickly to his 
side, tripping about the robes that tangled beneath her feet. She looked to him in desperation and 
hooked her arm in his. 


He nodded to her and guided her through the wall. 


They were met with a long dark hallway, there were no lights, just an endless void stretched out 
before them. The glow of Morax’s hands and horns brought minuscule light just enough for them 
to see their feet as they take one step in front of the other. The silence was all encompassing, it 
seemed to wrap around them and choke their belief of hope and happiness. 


They walked that long hallway together, arm in arm as they reached the end of the hall and came 
about an ornate door, a torch sat beside it the flame still burning. It burned white and archaic, not, 
was it a flame of mortal realm but one transcendent and eternal. Morax took the torch to hand and 


pushed open the door and entered into a stone room, Guizhong by his side. 


He swept the light across the corners of the room, and with the flame lit the torches that lined the 
walls. As light spread across the blood strewn brick their eye bore witness to the horror before 
them. 


In the center of the room sat Alatus. 


He was hunched over, and in his right hand he clutched a manacle, there was one crushed against 
the skin of his left wrist and there were two others clamped around narrow ankles. The two Gods 
moved closer to the prone boy, their footsteps heavy and hurried. 


“Little bird,” Guizhong cried as she dropped heavy to the floor beside him. 
And her little bird did not answer. 


He was coated in a mantle of blood, it stuck his clothing tightly to his skin, and he smelt of rot and 
decay. There was a large gaping wound on his right shoulder the split flesh was bubbling with 
milky discharge, his left arm hung awkwardly past his collar bone, the skin around it was swelling 
and glistening. Alatus’ face was swollen and broken; bloody as it dripped stains to his neck and 
dried a burnt sienna. 


His shirt was torn down the back, being held on to only by his mutilated shoulders. There was a 
large gash that tore through his flesh, serous leaked down his back pulling paths through the blood 
that sat desiccated to his person. 


His skin burned like fire. 


“Little bird?” She whispered to him, her hands cradling his face so gently as if even a little pressure 
could shatter the boy before her. 


Still, he did not answer. 


His eyes were half lidded, partly rolled back to his head; the veiny whites were what greeted the 
two Gods, of the boy sat static before them. His eyes would focus for a moment before rolling 
away once more, the burnished gold was murky, blurred over in the pain that sat like poison in his 
veins. Even still he was denying to the sleep that clawed so desperately at him, beckoning the little 
bird to dream. 


Guizhong ran her fingers feather light against the open wounds, cataloging the harm and mumbling 
what she needed to fix the hurt, to heal the pain. What he needed to once more be patched up and 
encased in the love of everything she could give to him. 


“Time to wake up little bird,” She whispered to him, moving her hands to run her fingers through 
tangled tresses. 


Alatus keened highly in his throat and his eyes focused for a moment before drifting away once 
more. 


“That’s it, you are doing so wonderful,” She praised him and placed a kiss to the crown of his 
head. “Time to wake up”. 


He seemed to stutter where he sat, his body swaying where he rests, back and forth in a movement 
so steady, so soft it was as if he wasn’t moving at all. 


“Open your eyes little bird,” She whispered placing a kiss to his ear. “Time to go, okay?” 


Alatus gave a choked huff, it was wet like fluid breaking in his throat and the fingers of his right 
arm twitched, his left arm still hung useless at his side. 


He keened high once more and Guizhong sobbed, once more stroking his hair. 
“He needs help.” she cried to the God that loomed above her. “Li, Li he needs help”. 


Morax bent there beside her, kneeled in the filth that coated the stone work and reached his hands 
softly to the metal that enslaved small hands and little feet. He let the power of geo pulse through 
the metal, watching as it crumpled away from raw skin. Reached with hands softer still and placed 
them to his forearms bringing the boy to rest heavy against his chest. Placed steady hands beneath 
him and raised from the floor, taking the slight weight of the boy to balance him upon his hip. 


Alatus leaned heavy against his God, his head rested soft against his shoulder, Morax’s neck 
became damp with the warm breaths puffed out against his skin. When Morax placed his hand 
upon Alatus’ back in attempt to balance the boy more firmly against him. Alatus whined and 
shifted almost over balancing himself in the process. Guizhong was quick to his side placing her 
hands on his shoulder and held him until he was still once more. 


They left the room hurried, leaving behind a room full of memories. They strode quickly from the 
aching anguish that coated the walls, left behind the memories of pain and hurt and fear and 
brought they boy back to the sunlight. Moved away from the glowing wisps of tortured life that 
festered under the ruling hand of Azlin, who even in death caused tragedy. 


Morax passed the boy to the waiting arms of Guizhong; gentle in his guiding hands and took once 
more the form of the fearsome beast. Careful as he swept them both into a scaled claw, closing 
them softly in an enveloping warmth as he cradled them soft to his chest, his heartbeat a thundering 
lull against his passengers' ears. Took to the skies, slower than ever has he before, too afraid to 
harm the ones he kept close to himself. 


His ears perked at the sound of Guizhong’s soft whispers. 
“Tt’s alright little bird.” 
“Almost there little bird.” 


“We’re almost home little bird.” She whispered; her voice was like honey almost melodious in its 
embrace. 


Morax was steady as he flew. 


“T am sorry my Lady Guizhong. I am sorry for the pain that I have caused and I am sorry that one 
should suffer for my ignorance,” Morax rumbled quietly his apology thrumming through the two 
he carried so delicately to himself. “I apologize for my obstinacy that I thought was paramount to 
our safety and prosperity, but this same bullheadedness has brought nothing but ruin to those I had 
sworn protection”. He said rumbling in repentance. “And so, for that I apologize most sincerely. 
Have peace my lady, for we are almost home.” 


chapter 9 


Chapter Notes 
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Take Flight on Golden Wings 


There was a crowd awaiting them as Morax descended from the sky, the landscape was dotted with 
a multitude of mortals and adepti alike. The great dragon circled the sky a few times as he looked 
for a landing large enough to accommodate him. The crowd seemed to disperse and create an 
opening for him to touch down and he did so, so delicately the ground hardly shook at his weight. 


He released his two passengers gently and shifted, his form glowing and causing the ones who 
stood around him to shield their eyes and look away from the illuminated burn. Once he again 
stood on two legs, he knelt to Guizhong who sat upon the ground cradling the little bird tight to her 
chest. He reached for him, pulling him once more to his arms and holding him sturdy to his 

frame. 


“He’s passed out,” Guizhong said, picking up her draping skirts and hurrying after the retreating 
dragon. 

“Better for us,” He replied, and made his way to the room the little bird has been occupying these 
past few weeks. Guizhong pulled open the cloth and Morax ducked in quickly the tips of his horns 
scrapping against the top of the door frame. 


She was quick to remove the sheets and Alatus was laid soft in his bed. The God of dust grabbed 
the wash basin that sit in the corner of the room, and a small cloth getting to work on loosening the 
tacky blood-stained clothes that were plastered tightly to his skin. Morax has handed off the 
medical supplies before leaving the room, mumbling something about ‘help’ as he passed by her. 
Once she had the clothing loosened, she took a small knife from the medical pack and began to cut 
away at the fabric. It was reminiscent of the first time the little bird arrived at the assembly and she 
tried her best to keep the tears that welled up at bay. Once the clothing had been fully stripped 
away the full extent of damage was laid bare before her. 


There were numerous cuts and scrapes scattered across his torso, and bruising so deep and dark it 
was black, the skin around his chest was swollen there seemed to be ribs that weren't as aligned as 
they should have been. The wound on his right shoulder was scabbed over and a thick milky 
substance crusted around it. She could smell the decay of the shoulders tissue and she knew 
repairing it would not be pleasant, and prayed to anyone that was listening that he would sleep 
through it. She looked to his left shoulder in dismay, knowing that the fluid would need to be 
drained out before they can set it. 


Since he was lying down, she was unsure of the damage that was done to his back, and her mind 
remembered his small little pleas, back when he had met the other adepti, remembered him 
begging for her not to touch his back. 


His face was bloodied so terribly she was unsure where his skin had even begun, and so she began 
to clean it away in an effort to keep her hands occupied. When Morax returned she would work 
about patching up her little bird and getting him into something clean and warm. 


Morax had returned relatively quickly, Ping was behind him holding her own basket of supplies 
and beside Ping stood another adeptus, a half of one if we were to be more accurate. 


Ganyu or Sweet rain as her adeptus name reins was half qilin, a peaceful race of adepti who swore 
protection to the assembly. Ganyu was around the same age as the little bird, and Cloud Retainer 
had taken a great care to her, teaching her all that she knows. She was soft spoken and sweet but 
she still is a master of her bow, a true expert in her craft. Her hair was powdery blue reaching well 
past her back and shining red horns curled from her head. She was trained not only in the bow but 
of medical care as well, being in the clutches of a war one was expected to be at least 
knowledgeable in the aspects of medical care. She worked her free time in the infirmary giving aid 
to the injured soldiers. 


“Hello sweetheart,” Guizhong whispered to Ganyu as the trio made their way into the room, it 
became crowded quickly the small room not made to house five people, but the warmth that they 
garnered was appreciated and she made way for Ping and Ganyu at the beside of the boy. 


“Hello my Lady, I hope I’m not intruding I just thought I may offer my assistance,” she said 
bowing politely to the God, her admiration for her shining in her eyes. 


“Tt is appreciated. I know you are both more adept at this than I,” she told them softly stroking 
back Alatus’s hair. “If I may, I believe it would be best to work on his back first, while he is still 
asleep.” 


“Yes,” Ping said, taking her seat and pulling out thick thread and began to heat a needle. “I know of 
his dislike; will you hold him up so that we may work easy?” She said gesturing to the God of 
Dust. Guizhong nodded and cradled gently at the back of his skull and lifted him tenderly to her 
arms. 


Morax had bowed as he left, mentioning a meeting with the entirety of the Adepti, and had left 
swift, giving one more glance to the boy held in his lady’s arms. 


Ping wiped a damp cloth against Alatus’ back and cleared away the smeared red. The cut was large 
spanning from just below his neck to the small of his back. It was large, but it was clean cut all the 
same, easy to stitch and care for. Infection had begun to set in and she was careful as she cleaned 
out and around it, wary of the exposed muscle and patted the flesh dry. She looked to Guizhong in 
warning and the God tighten her grip around the boy pressing a kiss to his temple. 


Ping took the sterilized needled and pressed it true through his flesh. The boy jerked beneath Pings 
steady, time worn hands and she froze looking to the boy to gauge his reaction. He seemed to huff 
and his arms twitched. 


“Ganyu, can you hand me that vial there?” Guizhong whispered and the little qilin was quick to 
snatch it up and pass it to her lady. 


Guizhong was gentle as she tilted him back slightly and brought the vial to blood-stained lips. He 
resisted for a moment, and she tipped the vial back so slowly the medicine draining to his throat 
little by little. With the potency of the medication and the fragile state of the boy it was not long 
before his weight dropped heavy once more against the God. Ping did not move for a moment, not 
until his breath evened out and grew heavy. 


She placed a gentle hand to the incision to test his reaction before beginning once more. The 
stitching was rather quick with Pings experienced hand and before long they were coating the 
wound in that astringent paste once more. She wrapped tight the bindings, needing to keep his ribs 
as still as possible as well as cover the wound. It would be uncomfortable, she was not a stranger to 
fractured rib cages, so she was wise to bind them strong and still enough to leave enough space for 
him to breathe free. A tricky process indeed but she has had much practice. 


The boy did not so much as twitch beneath her. 


“We need be careful of his back, rest him against you and we’ll care for those shoulders,” Madame 
Ping said, and Guizhong adjusted the boy so his back laid heavy against her. ““Ganyu, we’ ll need 
some fresh water. Heated if you will?” She said turning to the young woman beside her. 


“Yes, right away!” She was quick to her feet and scampering out of the room. 


As they waited her return, the older woman began to on sterilize a small little knife and waited for 
it to cool. It had taken more than a few moments but when the metal was cooled, she brought it to 

his skin and made a small incision in the bruised flesh, immediately blood and clear fluid began to 
leak from the wound. Ping covered it with a damp, clean cloth and wiped the aqueous gore away, 

pushing slightly, just below the wound causing it to flow freely. Once the cloth was saturated and 

unusable, she replaced it with another, holding it just below the cut. 


“Hold this here dear, we need some of that fluid to drain before we are able to set it proper”. She 
said to Guizhong, who was quick to take the cloth in hand. 


Ganyu came hurrying into the room and set the steaming basin gentle on the table. Ping thanked 
her, and dipped a new cloth into the scalding water, not even making a flinch at the water that 
burned her skin. She moved it against the scabbed wound of his right shoulder, loosening the 
crusted layer of blood and skin that had calloused over the wound. She rinsed out her cloth many 
times as it became soiled in plasma and pus. The process was long, yet she was patient as it came 
away a little at a time. 

When finally, the scab was softened and pulled away, the three of them were met with the severed 
epidermis; the wound was swirled and oozing with pus and serous and the smell was vile. 


She set to work scrubbing out the wound with the hot water and medicinal soap mindful of the red 
and irritated skin that seemed to flake and bubble around it. She cut away any dead and dying flesh 
being careful to remove any necrotic tissue that would hinder his healing. Once she was satisfied 
with the cleaning, she was quick to sterilize another needle and began to close the wound. His flesh 
was pulled tight together causing the skin to bump between the stitching and once more was he 
rubbed down with the medicinal paste and his shoulder was wrapped tight. 


“Let's have a look,” she said gesturing to the remaining shoulder. Guizhong moved the cloth away, 
and Ping inspected the small incision which did not drain as quick as before. She wiped it clean 
and gestured to Ganyu, who stumbled to the boys’ side. Her hand covered in frost hovered just 
above his shoulder and cast a cooling shell around it. 


“Just for a few moments, we don’t want to make him too cold now,” she said to Ganyu and began 
to unroll long strips of cloth. “We’ll wrap it in a sling for now, I can’t set it when it is so swollen”. 
She explained clinically as she moved Alatus’ left arm gently, so his left hand sat just below his 
right shoulder and began to wrap it snug to his chest. Ganyu shifted slightly to the side to allow the 
older woman to work while she herself continued to ice his swollen joint. 


“There we are,” Ping said softly, and began to fluff up the pillows, and grabbing a few more from 
the cabinetry at the back of the room. “Lay him back gentle now,” She instructed to the Guizhong 


who laid the prone boy careful against the pile of pillows. 


He was propped up for the most part, placed in a way that took the strain off his lungs and his 
weight off his back. The position did not appear the most comfortable but due to the extent of his 
injuries it was the most comfortable they could make him. 


Ping began to press sure fingers against his face, running her fingers across his nose and his cheek 
bones muttering softly under her breath. She worked her fingers against his jaw and opened his 
mouth looking inside and ran her finger against his teeth. 


“Nothing appears to be broken aside from the nose, which is a miracle in and of itself. The bruising 
is horrid enough it would be much worse if there was damage to his skull as well. Not an easy fix 
and the effects are long lasting.” She told to Guizhong who just nodded back in agreement. His 
nose was set quickly and efficiently; a small crack echoing through the room, and the God wiped 
the blood that dripped from his nose. Madame Ping began rooting though her own basket of 
medicinal supplies and produced a vial with a bubbling blue liquid, popping the cork she tipped it 
soft to Alatus’ lips. 


“For his fever,” She had explained. “We ought to let him rest now. Once the swelling is down, we 
will get that shoulder back where it should be,” 


Guizhong and Ganyu nodded, and the three of them began to clean up the supplies and put them 
away on the back table. Guizhong placed a thin blanket over the boy and took a seat at his bedside 
prepared once more to act the silent vigil. Ping and Ganyu had bowed as they left, leaving the two 
of them in a raw silence. She held his thin hand, stroking her thumb against his knuckles and 
settled in for the long wait. 


She heard the curtain shift back, a warm beam of sunlight drifting over Alatus’ eyes highlighting 
the bruises. Morax was silent as he took his seat at the edge of Alatus’ bed the mattress dipping 
deep beneath his weight. HIs eyes seemed to drift over the prone frame beside him and he frowned 
deeply turning his eyes once more to his lap. 


“You had asked me, why I had saved the boy,” Morax said, his voice was rich with sorrow and 
Guizhong turned to him, squeezing Alatus’ hand tightly in hers. “When you had asked me, I was 
angry because I didn’t have an answer. It was just something I had done”. 


Guizhong nodded, shifting herself so she sat closer to him, using her free hand she latched on to 
Morax’s wrist in a show of silent support. 


“T think perhaps I may have an answer after all. I think perhaps when I looked at him, I saw 
myself”. 


“Yourself?” His lady questioned her voice soft and inviting. Morax nodded. 


“When you had first met me, I was nothing but a beast. I craved the battles and the bloodlust. I 
knew nothing and wanted to know nothing, I was strong and that was all I ever needed to be. You 
taught me what it means to live, and to love and to protect. Suddenly I did not wish to destroy but to 
build. You gave me a chance and I wanted to extend that same chance.” 


“T saw in you the same light I see in him,” Guizhong said quietly, the love and praise whispered 
upon her breath. 


“T think, perhaps I have seen that light as well,” Morax rumbled. “Yet, when the people of the 
assembly took to him in anger, I thought then perhaps I had made a mistake, perhaps, if so many 


people saw him only in disgust, then maybe it really is not possible for him to reach salvation”. 


“Not everyone looks to him in disgust and anger. Just because the many have loud voices, that 
doesn’t mean that the voices cry the same,” She said, “He has those that believe in him and that 
number will only grow. Of that I am certain’. 


“You are right, Gui. As you always are,” he bowed to her, his horns seemed to thrum with energy. 


The two sat silent, looking to the broken boy that lay before them, and to each other. Searching for 
some semblance of hope in a desolate reality. Alatus’ breath was stuttered and weak, just as it had 
been when first he was brought here. How cruel of the world to offer this boy salvation only to 
strip it away in the end. To crumble his hopes and to dash realities to nothing more than dust once 
more. 


Guizhong stood stiffly from her chair and took a seat upon the bed, she laid gentle beside Alatus, 
brushing his hair once more from his eyes and smiling. 


“T think, perhaps I will rest while he is asleep,” she said looking to Morax who sat still at the foot 
of the bed. Morax nodded to her, his eyes closed in thought. 


“Rest well my lady. I shall be here,” he said softly. 


It was sometime later when Guizhong awoke. Night had fallen strong across the stretching plains 
of the assembly. Beside her Alatus twitched and fidgeted fierce whilst he still was lost to the throes 
of sleep. She sat up quickly, her bleary eyes adjusting slowly to the candle light. 


Morax was leaning over the boy, a damp cloth blotting at the skin of his face. 


“T did not know you knew how to care for fever,” Guizhong said quietly as to not wake the boy 
beside her. Her heart rate had calmed considerably at the sight of Morax tending to the sick boy. 
“Rex lapis a God of many talents it would appear”. She shifted until she sat at the edge of the bed, 
her bare feet chilled by the floor below her and she shivered at the sensation. 


“T do not, Ping had stopped by before nightfall to tend to his shoulder. She has instructed me on 
such.” He answered her just as quiet. 


“Was his shoulder set?” Guizhong asked, looking to the limb that was still tight to his chest. 


“No, it was still much too swollen. Ganyu has cooled it once more, and he was administered 
medicine as well,” 


“Has she said anything of his condition?” 
“She had not,” He answered her, dropping the cloth in to the basin of water beside him. 


“Ts that a good thing? That nothing has changed. Or is it the opposite?” Guizhong said, her voice 
melancholy. 


“T do not know my lady,” answered he. 


Alatus twitched harshly once more, and Guizhong turned to him running a soothing hand through 
his hair in hopes to offer him even the smallest of comforts and safety. 


He chirped followed by a broken huff of air as he turned his head persistently to the warmth beside 


him. Guizhong smiled sadly at him and scratched slightly at his scalp. 

“Tt is strange,” Morax said, his voice contemplative. 

“Hm?” What is?” 

“His age passes that of maturity in the span of the adepti, and yet he acts still as a child”. 


“Tt is not so strange. You see it a lot in mortals that have not grown as they should,” She answered 
sadly. 


“T am afraid I do not understand you? Morax tilted his head to her, like a curious dog, or perhaps a 
curious dragon to be more accurate. 


“Traumatic events and stunted emotion growth can cause a person to act in a way younger than 
their physical bodies”. 


“And is it something that can be fixed?” Morax questioned her. 


“Tt is, but certain emotional needs must be met. Healing his inner child if you will,” She answered 
him, her finger tapping her chin in thought. 


“And how is one to do that?” 


“Love, and care. Compassion, comfort, education, and fun more than anything...” She trailed of in 
thought and Morax sighed heavy beside her. 


“That seems most difficult,” He commented. 


“Tt will be a bit of a battle if you will,’ She said smirking at him, “Is the Warrior God up for the 
challenge?” 


“This is not a battle I am entirely confident I can win,” He lamented and Guizhong laughed. 
“Well, rising a child takes a village you know”. 


“The village does not wish him here though?” Morax hummed at her, his brow furrowed in 
confusion and downturn tilt of his lips. Guizhong sighed and patted his thigh twice. 


“Tt is an expression Li. It just means that it's easier to do when you have others to help and guide 
you as well as them.” 


“T see...” he said his voice was indifferent and Guizhong laughed heartily. 
“You do not, but it’s alright. An opportunity for you to learn is all.” 
Morax huffed. 


Alatus huffed again, the fingers of his right arm twitching sporadically and he keened high in his 
throat, head turning harshly to the side as sweat beaded across his brow. The two Gods were quick 
to his aid, Morax dapping the cool cloth to his skin once more, and Guizhong attempting to coax 
him to quiet with whispered words and lullabies. His breathing was quick and labored as he 
stuttered where he lay. 


His body broke to a cry and he jerked forward, the stiches of in his shoulder pulled grossly 
dribbling a bit of blood from between the bindings. Alatus’ eyes were open and unseeing twitching 


to every which direction. 
“Little bird?” Guizhong said as she kneeled in front of him, her eyes searching to his. 


Alatus grunted and struggled away, with his arms out of commission he seemed to flop over to the 
side and whined high. The gentle God placed her hand on his hip, helping to ease him flat once 
more, not daring to touch his back now that it seems he has regained some notion of 
consciousness. 


“It's alright little bird. You are safe its’ alright,” She cooed to him gently. 


Alatus flinched at the sound his eyes darting around to face her. His eyes seemed to almost vibrate 
in their sockets, never once focusing. He pulled from her grasp his movements jerky and he fell to 

a bow. His legs did not rest easy underneath him they were splayed in a tangle his hip jutting out at 
the awkwardness of it. 


“Tt’s alright little bird,’ Guizhong tried once more, hoping the boy will focus on her instead of the 
overwhelming everything that leeched into his existence. 


“This one is sorry,” his voice grating and painful. He coughed in earnest hacking wet coughs that 
shook his emaciated frame. 


“You need not apologize little bird. It is alright, it’s alright,” She looked to Morax searching for 
some kind of help but he looked just as lost as she. “I’m going to touch you okay, I’m going to help 
you lay back,” she told him clearly, her voice was sure even though her hands trembled. 


“Pet is sorry Lady Azlin. This one is sorry, this one is sorry,” His voice was verging on hysterics 
and Guizhong wrenched her hands away from him as the name spilled from his lips. 


“You are not with Azlin little bird. Azin is dead do you remember?” She had asked him in 
desperation, hoping to pierce the veil of delusions that covered his eyes. 


“No, yes. Yes. Mistress is gone, Morax killed her. Morax is.... he is....,” he was lost, drowning in 
scattered memories and mental fatigue. “This one is sorry mistress. This one lives only for your 
glory!” He cried cowering before the gentle God. 


“You are at the assembly. You are in Guili little bird, in your room. You are safe and I will keep 
continue to keep you as such’’. She tried to shush his tremors, her hands hovering useless before 
her. 


His breathing was rapid, and his right hand clawed at the shoulder opposite. His nails tore away at 
the bindings and scrapped at swollen flesh. The stitching on his right shoulder strained at the fast 
disjointed movements and pulled thread through flesh where blood ran anew. His left arm dropped 
useless to his side now that it was freed from its bindings and Alatus seemed to thrash harder at the 
heavy and useless appendage, as he dug his fingers into the inflamed flesh. 


“Morax!” Guizhong cried, reaching her hands to grab at Alatus’ wrist, stopping his self-destructive 
movements. Morax too stood in urgency he made his way quick to the back of the room, rifling 
quickly through the bin of medicinal supplies dropping many to the floor in his haste until at last he 
came away with a small vial of clear liquid and rushed back quick to their side. 


Alatus thrashed in Guizhong’s grip, screeching and begging for mercy from a God that no longer 
exists. 


“Please, please!” He cried twisting his wrist in her grasp, he was heaving and choking on his fear. 


When Morax came in view of his panicked eyes, Alatus narrowed in on the vial that sat innocent 
between golden fingers. He cried gasping on tears and phlegm that had lodged their way to his 
throat. Sweat and tears rushing over blacked cheeks. 


“No, no please! This one will endure any punishment but please! Please do not make this one 
sleep. Please, please!” He begged, thrashy wildly his head turned resolutely to the side. 


“Little bird, please we will not harm you,” Guizhong plead to him in earnest tears flooding her 
eyes. 


“Master Morax please mercy please!” He cried, “Please! Mistress Azlin, please mercy to your most 
loyal dog!” 


Guizhong continued to whisper sweet nothings to him to no avail as she kept her grip upon his 
wrist, her other hand came to hold steadfast his opposite knee in an attempt to keep him as still as 
possible lest he hurt himself once more. Morax reached a steady hand to hold his jaw, forcing his 
eyes once more to the God of Contracts. 


Still the little bird begged. 


“Mercy! Mercy please! Miss Guizhong! Mistress Guizhong. Help me please! Please help me!” He 
cried out in fear, his eyes darted around but not once did they focus on the God of Dust who sat 
before him. 


Guizhong tightened her grip and swallowed back the sorrow that threatened to suffocate her. 


Morax pushed against the bruised cheeks and into the joint of Alatus’ jaw bone causing it to open 
without much resistance. The boy lashed out wildly with his free leg, striking true to Morax’s side. 
He grunted at the force of the hit and loosened his grip in the startlement of the strike. 


Alatus was quick in that moment of hesitation to wrench his face away and pushed against the 
insistent hands of Guizhong. A brilliant light erupted in the room, one Morax was familiar with as 
he too emitted that light when he donned his true form. He was quick to nudge his lady away, and 
pressed firmly to the boy's chest pushing him flush to the mattress below him and Mora sat his full 
weight to the boys' legs. 


Alatus cried out again, yet Morax did not know if it was fear or pain in which he cried. 
The light faded away and Morax could do nothing but stare. 
Behind him he heard Guizhong pray. 


From the Adeptus's back protruded two skeletal limbs. They were knobby and the pink skin was 
inflamed. There was grey fluff matted to thick knots and broken feathers hanging from broken skin. 
The mutilated wings fluttered uselessly below the boy, pressed flat as they were they offered no 
assistance other than to shake the boys' shoulders. They were littered in tiny scars around the joints 
and Morax could not help but remember the scarring that marred his shoulder blades. 


Someone had tried to take these wings from him. He thought, as his eyes stared to Alatus’ own fear 
blurred eyes below him. No, not someone, Azlin has tried to take them. He corrected himself and 
the rage that built thick in his chest threatened to consume him. He felt scales shifting upon his 
back, felt his teeth elongate in his mouth. He tried desperately to rein in that overwhelming fury 
that blistered beneath his skin when he looked to the fear and acceptance that flared within Alatus’ 
eyes. 


“Please, master. Please do not make this one sleep,” He sobbed, his chest heaving with gasping 
breaths. 


Morax’s hand grabbed the boys’ face once more, pushing again to the joint of his jaw bone and 
was quick to empty the contents of the vial in his mouth. He tossed the vial to the side distantly 
aware of it shattering on the wooden floor yet he paid it no mind, to preoccupied to the boy that 
thrashed beneath his weight. 


Morax held his jaw closed, a hand covering over the boy’s lips. Alatus sputtered and choked in an 
effort to dispel the liquid he was drowning in, but only small drops escaped from the corners of his 
lips. Morax tilted his head back and rubbed gentle at his throat coaxing out the reflex to swallow. 
And when he finally did, Morax held him still until the thrashing and the crying began to taper off. 
His eyes rolling back in exhaustion and the fight drained from his bones. Held him there still until 
the young adeptus ceased to move aside from the deep rattling breaths and the straining movement 
of his chest that brushed up against Rex’s forearm. 


He was gentle as he shifted his weight off the boys’ legs, and guided his to rest against the pillows 
once more. He adjusted him so the damaged wings were not crushed and guided easily his left arm 
so it lay across his chest until they may bind it once more. 


Behind him he heard Guizhong drop heavy to the floor and overcome was she by broken and 
heaving sobs. He turned to her, watched as she covered her mouth with the palms of both hands in 
an effort to strangle the wrenching sounds that fell forth from her lips. She shook and trembled in 
grief and her eyes flooded with the tears of anguish and fear and uselessness at what she has 
witnessed before her. 


“My lady,” Morax whispered as he took a seat to the floor beside her. 
Guizhong shook her head, hands pressing firmer still to her lips almost bruising in their grip. 
“Gui,” He whispered and pulled her hands from where she had them plastered to her mouth. 


He pulled her gentle into his lap and the God of Dust became aware of his erratic heartbeat 
thrumming wildly in his chest. She could hear it thumping in her skull where she had pressed her 
ear to his chest, could feel the aberrant beat beneath shaking fingers. 


Could feel through her bones that her great dragon was just as shaken as she. 


Guizhong wailed as she threw herself more firmly against him. Twisting so that her chest lay flush 
against his and she grappled at his shoulder blades her nails scratching as they bunched the fabric 
of his cloak within her fingers. Her forehead rested at the crook of his neck and he felt her warm 
tears fall gently down his chest, smelt the saltiness and heard the sorrow. He shifted to hold her 
weight more easily until she was cradled completely in his lap, his large and imposing frame 
curling around her in protection. His tail was brought out and shifted until it curled protectively 
around the pair, the tip of his twitching and shifting across the floor in agitation and unrest. 


A lulling rumble vibrated deep in his chest, the dragon purring in an attempt to sooth the woman so 
broken before him. Buring his nose in her hair they sat. 


And together they existed in the grips of sorrow. 


It felt an eternity before Guizhong’s hiccupping sobs tapered off into quiet mewls of distraught, 
and her body was heavy against him. He did not rush her, just held her through her sadness, his 
nose still pressed to her hair. 


“T’m sorry,” She whispered into his neck, her breath was warm and he shivered. “I know you are 
bad with tears”. 


“If they are yours, then I shall do my best to comfort my lady, worry not yourself for me,” he said 
to her, his voice was deep and calming. A balm to her frazzled nerves. 


“He called me for help and I could do nothing,” She whispered brokenly, her words muffled by 
the fabric of his cloak. 


“Tt was not your fault. He was... confused.” 


“T know that. I know; and I know he was not in danger, but it still hurt. It hurt that he had begged 
for me yet he knew not that I was beside him”. 


“His fever caused delusions; he will get better. He is strong, you have told me that yourself did you 
not?” 


“T did, and he is. It just... it doesn’t stop the sorrow”. 


Morax placed a kiss to her crown and held her more firmly against him as if he feared she would 
crumble away. Guizhong breathed in deep the musky scent of the dragon and shifted in his lap so 
her back was pressed to his chest and his legs were on either side of her caging her in with their 
comfort. She ran her hand over the tail that sat before her and she felt him twitch at the touch. 


“He... he has pulled the stitching in his shoulder, I need to mend it,” she said sniffing back tears 
and put on a front of control. 


“Pardon me, but I do not think the shoulder is his most glaring issue at present,” Morax rumbled in 
her ear and Guizhong almost crumbled. 


“No, but It is the only thing I know how to fix,” She cried to him, choking on tears once more. 


“T understand, yet take heart in knowing there are other within these borders that do understand the 
care of wings much better than you or I,” He hummed to her in reassurance. 


“You speak of cloud retainer and Mountain Shaper?” She said wetting her lips with her tongue. 


“Them amongst others. There are a great many adepti who find home within these plains. He will 
mend my lady, you need only faith in him. He is strong, yes?” 


“Yes, he is strong,” she whispered back. 


chapter 10 
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Take Flight on Golden Wings 


The two Gods determined it best to let him rest, and see about his wings come morning. Word was 
sent to Mountain Shaper and Cloud Retainer requesting they to meet them at the little bird's room 
at sun rise. They kept the sleeping adeptus asleep with a shift of medicinal dosages, hoping that he 
will stay oblivious to the incessant hands and touch that comes along with healing. 


A little selfishly thought the Gods, that they truly kept him asleep was so that he, nor they will 
have to experience such a trauma induced reaction again. 


The two worked out a system that worked well enough. Whenever Alatus seemed to be in a fit of 
nightmare or unrest, one of the Gods would place gentle their hand to his forehead and send such a 
small, almost minuscule pulse of their power through him, and he would settle once more. 


The night seemed to hang around exceptionally long, and the two Gods lingered still in that small 
little room, neither one spoke, too preoccupied with broken bird with broken wings. Like all things 
however, night eventually did end and the rising of the sun brought with it its warmth. Outside the 
window the two could hear the village waking; yet the voices seemed to come closer as opposed to 
the distance they would garner when they walked to their fields and labor. 


A many of the peoples stood just outside the little bird's room, and Guizhong began to shift in 
upset. Glancing from Morax to the door and back once more. 


“They do not know where are in here,” Guizhong said, her voice was kept hush as to not alert the 
ones that stood just over a way. 


Morax grunted and stood, walking quickly to the door frame and pushing back the woven curtain. 
The God of Dust watched at his back, the people seemed to gasp at the appearance of their Gods 
and to bows they quickly fell. 


“T ask what it is you have all gathered here for?” Morax rumbled his voice echoing through the 
ears of his people. 


There seemed to be a murmur that spread over the crowd they looked towards each other their eyes 
seemed to be wide and begging. An older gentleman sighed and made his way to the front, bowing 
before his lord once more. Morax raised his brow and inclined his head towards the man, inviting 
him to speak. 


“Forgive our rudeness my lord, it’s just, we have heard rumor of the adeptus’ return.” The man 
spoke, his voice was aged yet warm. 


“And you sought him out for what purpose exactly?” He rumbled; his arms crossed over his broad 
chest. 


“T’m afraid I cannot speak for everyone gathered here I can speak only for myself.” 


“Speak then,” Morax’s tone was even but there seemed to be a challenge laced in the undercurrent. 


“T have lived long under the rule of Azlin since I was a little boy. It was a hardship I wish on no 
one; I was there to witness Azlin’s Hound tear apart the dreams of anyone she pointed to,” His 
voice was sad as he looked to the God before him. “I watched him as he devoured the dreams of 
my wife and I had to hold her as she took her last breaths because she was nothing more than a husk 
that could do nothing. It was hell to explain to my son just why his mother wasn’t ever going to 

hug him again.” 


“And you look to this boy now in anger?” Morax said, his voice still holding that challenging lit. 


“T wanted to my Lord. And for a long while I have, I was young and foolish and I thought of that 
adeptus with nothing more than hate and anger. Wanted him to feel all of the anguish that I and so 
many others have felt, and a wished and prayed ill will to him at every chance I could. Now, now 
though I am old; and I understand now, that he did not want to eat those dreams any more than we 
wanted him to. I remembered the pain on his face every time he was brought the courtyard, 
crawling at Azlin’s feet. No, that boy was just as much a victim as we, we were just too clouded by 
our judgements to see it,” He lamented, his head bowed in sadness, “I came only to know how he 
fares honorable Rex Lapis, nothing more”. 


“T see,” Morax seemed at a loss at the confession, looking to the man that bowed before him. “He 
is... on the mend,” the old God said not wanting to give any more information than that even 
though the man had seemed most genuine. The others of the group began to shift around nervously, 
whispering to each other in confusion and fear. 


They were not all here to see the boy recovered Morax knew, and had made thought to keep a 
guard posted at the perimeter of the boys’ home. 


“T am relieved to hear as such,” The man replied. 
“What is your name?” Morax asked uncrossing his arms and peering down at the man. 


“Ah apologies my lord, I am Wu Jiang”. Morax bowed to him, and the man stuttered where he 
stood waving his hands in front of him. 


“Well, I thank you Wu xianshéng, your sentiments will reach him, I’m sure.” Morax said, and 
turned his head to address the crowd. “I ask that you all leave now, he needs no disturbances,” he 
said with finality, and the crowd dispersed slowly around him looking in apprehension to the small 
unassuming hut, and bowing as they left the presence of their lord. 


When Morax at last stood alone, he let his eyes glaze over the village that had finally begun to 
work, gathering water and tilling fields. Peaceful and monotonous in their movements. He sighed 
before turning around to enter the room to be with his lady once more. 


“What was that about?” Guizhong asked him from the bedside of Alatus while she pet a damp 
cloth over perspiring skin. His face was flushed his cheeks-tinged pink with the fever that persisted 


still. 


“A crowd of people came to see if the rumors of his return were true,” he said to her, leaning 
against the wall beside the door. 


“Something to worry for?” She questioned. 
“Perhaps not”. 


Morax spoke to Guizhong with the encounter of the elderly man; and the lady had smiled in 
response. 


“T told you, there are voices who speak of him with light’. 


The old God nodded, pushing his weight of the wall and taking the unoccupied seat from beside 
the bed and groaned when he lowered himself to sit. Guizhong laughed at the noise and shoved his 
shoulder with the flat of her hand. Morax grunted comically before settling further to his seat. 


“You were right my lady, as you always are,” he said his voice was an odd mixture of amusement 
and adoration, and Guizhong flushed at the praise. “Cloud Retainer and Mountain Shaper will be 
here any moment,” he told to her, letting his eyes shift to the door. Beside him Guizhong nodded 
and made sure to place another vial of medicine within reach should the boy begin to wake. 


“What have they said when you mentioned the state of his wings?” She asked, her gaze level as she 
looked to him. 


“Ah, the topic hadn’t come up I’m afraid. I simply asked they assist me on a medicinal level,” He 
looked sheepish, and Guizhong looked rather peeved. 


“Rex’’, 


“You are unamused, yet they will arrive all the same, so no harm will come of them being left in 
the dark a tad longer”. 


Guizhong sighed heavy with exasperation muttering under her breath. Morax smiled at her in 
barely concealed humor and tipped his head to her in mock sympathy. The two fell once more to 
silence, Guizhong adjusting the pillows so that Alatus sat more upright and Morax observing her, 
knowing full well his assistance wouldn’t be tolerated when she was as high strung as she was. 


Once she had him settled, she set about making more binding cloths. The ones he wore now were 
torn from the eruption of his wings. She made a mental note to perhaps give him clothing with an 
open back lest he tear through the ones he uses currently; Celestia only knows how many times 
Morax’s own clothing had to be mended to when he wore something not accommodating to his 
additional limbs. 


The God of Dust had gone through great lengths to design a clothing that would allow him his tail 
but still keep his decency, she was sure she could do the same for the little bird. 


Outside of the door came a rather familiar squawk followed by the bickering the two Gods came to 
acquaint with Cloud Retainer and Mountain Shaper. Those two were so alike and yet their 
differences knew no bounds. They would try to one up each other and ruffle one another's feathers 
for as long as they had known each other. 


Guizhong thought for a moment, perhaps they should have invited only one of the avian adepti to 
assist. 


Two late was it now, for it would be most rude to send one away after they had both heeded Rex’s 
request and came to aid the little bird. 


“This one believes a mistake has been made asking after your help. You are not as adept as I in the 
art of healing,” Came Retainers self-righteous tone, and Guizhong sighed and threw a rather 
pointed look to the God of Contracts. 


Morax sighed as well and stood slowly from his seat, making his way to the door once more. 


“You jest, the only area you are acquainted are with that of mechanical malarky. Throwing oil at 
the boy won’t much solve anything,” Came the swift reply of Shaper. 


“This ones works are not malarky. This one’s mechanical marvels allow those of the assembly to 
live most comfortably.” 


“T believe you mean the Lady Guizhong’s marvels. You are but her assistant.” 


Retainer fluffed her feathers up in outrage, she was about to retort when the curtain moved back 
and revealed Morax who stood in the threshold, his brow was up ticked and his arms crossed 
heavy against his chest as he stared at the two before him. The two birds both jumped at the sudden 
appearance and dropped their heads in reverence to their lord. 


“T am glad to know you arrive in good health,” he said to them. His voice was lined with humor, 
and he stepped to the side offering them room to enter in. 


“This one offers their apologies for their most uncouth mannerisms,” Shaper said to him, shooting 
a glare to the crane that stood beside him. 


Cloud Retainer huffed in turn. 


“T asked for your aid as myself and Guizhong have no knowledge on how to further help this 
adeptus,” Morax said to the two cranes as they passed into the room. 


“And you seeked not the aid of Madame Ping?” Shaper said, his eyes locked to his Gods. 
“Unfortunately, Ping has offered all she is able. This is a bit more specialized I'm afraid,” 


When at last the two cranes placed their eyes upon the boy who laid prone on his bed, the silence 
that followed was deafening. Their eyes stared beady and bright upon the boys' cadaverous wings. 
They were laid flat behind him, the long wingspan protruding from the bed and drooping towards 
the floor. 


Cloud Retainer ruffled her feathers an let out an angry trill, beside her Mountain Shaper looked 
aghast and horror struck at the sight before him. 


Alatus twitched in his bed disturbed by the loud sound that seemed to echo off the walls and 
reverberate back to them. Guizhong was quick to his side, her hand moving through his hair the 
same way it has been since the adeptus was returned once more to the assembly. 


“Sorry, I ask that we work quietly. This one is a bit hard to manage when he is awake,” Guizhong 
sent the two a rather sheepish look, the corner of her lip quirked up in what she hoped was an 
appeasing manner. 


“He is volatile?” Shaper asked, taking a step back and Morax was quick to intervene. 


“He is delirious and more a harm to himself than others,” the old God explained calmly. “We have 
been keeping him asleep.” 


“This one is to assume you have seeked one's aid in caring for those monstrosities he calls wings?” 
Retained said, her voice was aloof yet there was a certain hint of compassion deep within the 
haughtiness. 


“T do not think he intended for his wings to look as such. We know not what he suffered at the 
hands of Azlin,” Guizhong said to them, her voice solemn. 


“The adeptus will need to be moved to his stomach. One cannot examine if one cannot see,” 
Shaper said, walking closer once more. 


“His ribs are fracture so I’m afraid you’ ll have to manage with me holding him upright,” Morax 
told them, and made his way to the bedside. “If he should awake, I will be more than capable of 
keeping him restrained. 


The two cranes nodded to their lord, and were patient as he shifted the boy around. It took a 
moment for Alatus to be sat comfortably. He leaned heavy against Morax, his left arm placed in a 
makeshift sling to keep it up but out of the way, and his right hung limp at his side. 


When the wings were displayed full, the two birds squawked angrily. 
“Down feathers?” Said Shaper, “This one did not realize how young this adeptus is.” 
“Can you fix them?” Guizhong asked, her voice soft with worry as she chewed at her bottom lip. 


“One must clean them before one can ascertain anything,” Retainer said, and stalked close to the 
boy. 


She plucked at a mat of that fluffy grey down and pulled gentle against the appendage. The force of 
the pull caused the wing to shift yet the matting did not move from the skin. She flapped her wings 
and backed away turning her attention once more to the Gods. 


“They are much to matted with blood, that of which has adhered to the skin, one will need to soak 
them before cleaning is possible,” she said hoping from foot to foot in an attempt to rein in her 
agitations. 


Guizhong was quick to her feet, and out the door calling behind her as she went, that she would 
return with a basin of warm water and some clean cloths. The silence that followed her departure 
was awkward as Morax sat still, holding the sleeping boy upright. Beside him, Cloud Retainer and 
Mountain Shaper fussed about the boys’ wings, beginning the task of removing the broken 
feathers. No one spoke, and the silence seemed to stretch on for ages. 


The two of them had finished removing the damaged feathers moments before Guizhong’s return. 
They sat haphazard on the floor, the golden trimming seeming to catch the sun rays that drifted in 
through the window. 


The God of dust placed the heated basin of water on the bedside table and went to work quickly, 
rubbing at the mats, working her way under the feathers and too the skin hidden beneath, pulling 
softly at the clumps with her free hand. It was long and tedious but eventually the down too 

was joining the broken feathers on the worn wooded floor. 


The wings themselves looked somehow more horrific with the absence of the feathers. The skin 
was a bright pink and there were small tiny holes where broken pins were pulled from. Open sores 


were hidden beneath the down feathers and they seemed to glisten in the light. Guizhong made 
sure to clean each sore no matter the size and rubbed the medicinal paste to each one. 


Once that was done and cared for, the two bird began to examine them more fully. They would let 

out soft trills and little hums that had Guizhong twisting the fabric of her sleeves between nervous 

fingers. The pulled at the wings, watching them stretch and flex. Bent them and moved them in the 
imitation of a flap. 


They hummed and trilled and Guizhong fidgeted nervously. 


Morax reached his hand to her, letting his finger wrap around her wrist in a silent comfort. She 
smiled at him, and moved to hold his hand in hers, playing with his fingers instead of the fabrics of 
her sleeve. He made no comment on it, just sat still as she rubbed and pulled and twisted at his 
hand. 


“Well, this one is confident in saying that the wings are in a most disastrous shape,” Mountain 
Shaper exclaimed, flapping his own wings in emphasis. 


“Will he be able to keep them?” Morax asked, his tone was steady and neutral. It gave no 
indication the nerves that raced just below his skin. 


“This one will keep his wings,” Shaper continued to say, “Avian adepti such as ourselves will lose 
our ability to don our true forms if our wings are lost. Downed birds tend not to last long as it 
were.” 


Guizhong sucked in a breath. 


“The structure of one's wings are well. Aside from minor scarring at the joints, this one has 
maintained minimal injury to the actual framework,” Retainer said, shaking her head and flapping 
her wings. “If they are cared for proper and kept clean, this one is confident he will regrow his 
feathers with no issue.” 


“But?” Questioned Morax. He was keen to her avoidant words; he was friends with her a long 
while as it were. 


“But the issue lies with the adeptus’ back muscles,” Answers Mountain Shaper. 
“You refer to the scarring,” Morax said. 


“Quite. The scar tissue is thick and as such has not allowed muscle to grow. These wings will hold 
no one if there is no support at the base,” He explained to the two Gods before him. 


“Ts that something that can be fixed?” Guizhong asked, shifting so she sat at the edge of her chair, 
eyes focused solely on the two adepti. 


“Breaking up the tissue and healing it with adeptal arts will allow muscle to once more be gained 
around the base of his wings,” Shaper explained easily, “Yet it is not something that will heal 
completely.” 


“You don’t think he will fly again?” Guizhong asked her tone was tense yet she knew what the 
adeptus implied. 


“No, Lady Guizhong, this one suspects he will not be able to fly as he once has,” Retainer said, 
bowing to the God who once more had tears in her eyes. “He will perhaps be able to glide, yet will 
be unable to stay airborne unaided.” 


“Unaided?” Morax questioned. He knew not how wings functioned as he himself did not have any. 
“Catching wind currents, you mean?” 


“Precisely. While he will be unable to get himself into the air from the ground, if his feather grow 
back proper, they will be able to catch updrafts to stay aloft.” Cloud Retainer explained. 


“Should he gain enough muscle, perhaps he may even be able to fly unassisted for a short period of 
time. It is difficult to know for certain however,” Shaper said, bowing to the God before him. 


“And this effects his flight in his true form as well?” Morax asked, shifting the boy who began to 
slip in his hold. 


“Most difficult to say, this one does not know what his form is,” Retainer said, and the Gods 
nodded in understanding. 


The next few moments were filled with chatter as the two explained how to exercise his wings so 
that he may begin to build muscle. They went over wing care and feather maintenance and what 
each stage looks like. With the new information the two cranes provided, things were once more 
beginning to look hopeful. Perhaps this time the boy may heal fully and truly. 


Mountain Shaper and Cloud Retainer both bowed as they left the room, leaving the two Gods alone 
once more. Guizhong sighed and moved to sit beside Morax on the bed. She rested her head 
against his shoulder and looked to the face of the sleeping boy with sadness and grief. 


“Why is it do you think, the best people have the most terrible luck?” She whispered, her eyes still 
tracing across Alatus’ bruised face. 


“T do not know my Lady,” Came his reply. 


She reached to the ground and picked up one of those broken feathers. It was almost barren; there 
was very little of the beautiful plumage covering the shaft, and it was bent, cracking along the 
middle so the feather carried a permanent tilt. When she twirled in between her fingers the 
remaining gold covering the feather caught the sunlight and the colors seemed to shimmer. The 
black she originally thought the color to be turned instead to a dark, rich teal. 


“They are quite beautiful. Those wings of his will be truly magnificent, won’t they?” She said, 
continuing to turn the feather within her fingers. 


It was nearing midafternoon when Ping arrived once more to the little birds’ room. She stood in the 
threshold taking in the scene before her with an almost flabbergasted expression. The room had 
been cleaned, there were no more stray feathers strewn about the floor, and everything was neat 
and tucked away where it should be. She walked to the bed and placed down her on basket and 
turned to Morax who sat meditative against the right wall. 


“Where has lady Guizhong gone?” She asked, trying to avoid the metaphorical elephant in the 
room. Morax opened one eye and glanced at her before shutting it once again. 


“There appears to be some manner of squabble regarding this year’s harvest. She has gone to see 
about it.” 


“She will be back then?” 


Morax chuckled, the sound echoing deep in the confines of his chest. 


“Of course, she was hard to leave but said I would be no help in the matter”. 


Ping laughed lightly and began to root through her basket of supplies. She pulled out long strips of 
binding cloth and a container that was filled with a rather gelatinous paste. It was a new product to 
Pings mystical bag of things but it was not unknown to the dragon. It was a tincture created with 
water, and alcohol and then mixed with mint and the corolla of the mist flower. This particular 
blend was used primarily to treat burns. 


“Ah, Ganyu has patrol this afternoon so I figured this might be better than nothing. There are 
cooling properties so it should help with the swelling once the shoulder is set,” She explained 
when she noticed his eyes staring intently at the container. 


He grunted noncommittally and stood from his seat and made his way to stand before the slight 
woman. She began to remove the sling, careful to support beneath his elbow so the arm doesn’t 
drop too quickly. She was cautious, being sure to avoid the boy's wing’s as she maneuvered him 
until he was in the arms of the Warrior God once more. 


“You ask not of the adeptus’ wings?” Questioned Morax as he shifted his hold until he was in a 
position to accurately and quickly move the shoulder back to place. 


“No, they look as if they have been treated already and I am not one to be an expert on avian 
appendages,” She explained and motioned for Morax. “Nice and quick now”. 


Morax nodded to the older adeptus and tighten his hold on the boy and in one quick motion pushed 
up and back. His shoulder clicked and grinded and it was set back into place and Alatus cried out, 
his eyes flying open in panic. Morax was quick to tighten his grip holding him firm so the little 
birds back was pulled tight against his chest. 


“Easy,” he commanded with a grunt as Alatus’ head flew back in his blind panic and hit the God at 
the side of his chin. 


“You're alright dearie,” Ping whispered to him in a constant stream of reassurance as she applied 
the cooling gel with practiced hands. “It all done, we need just wrap it now”. 


It took a moment for Alatus to calm his jerking motions, his breathing was harsh and uneven in the 
grasp of uncertainty; his pupils nothing more than pin pricks. The fight wore from him slowly and 
he slumped to the God behind him. 


“Are you still with us little bird,” Ping asked him, crouching to the floor so she did not loom over 
him. Her knees cracking in protest. 


Alatus let his eyes drift to hers in confusion. For a moment there was no trace of recognition he 
stared to her with dead eyes and for a moment she thought maybe he is not really awake at all. His 
nose scrunched up and he hummed low in his throat as he stared at her moments longer. 


“Madame...Ping?” He questioned, his voice was rough and raw and he scrunched his face and 
swallowed in an attempt to alleviate the pain. 


“Yes dearie. I apologize for the rather rude wake up. Your shoulder needed to be set is all,” She 
explained to him with all the patience of the world and it seemed to take a bit for Alatus to truly 
comprehend what it was she was telling him. 


“Shoulder...?” 


His gaze drifted to the left where the pain radiated as if to see the damage for himself. When 


instead he caught sight if his own bare wing he panicked, throwing himself forward in an attempt 
to flee (?) or perhaps to bow, the two older adepti did not know. Alatus met the resistance of 
Morax’s arms still wound around him and he thrashed harder. 


“Easy,” Morax said once more and Alatus froze at the voice of his Lord. 
He swallowed thickly and bowed his head, shoulders beginning to tremble. 


“This lowly one is most sorry,” Alatus whispered beneath his breath, hoping to some way appease 
the lord who restrained him now. 


He grunted in confusion when Morax loosened his grip allowing Alatus to move away and place 
himself into his practiced bow. 


“Easy,” Morax said once more grabbing the boy by his elbows and pushing him upright once 
more. “You are still injured let's not cause ourselves any undue harm.” 


Alatus looked on in confusion. He searched the Gods face, who for the most part attempted to keep 
it as open and disarming as possible. He has been told on more than one occasion that he can be 
rather intimidating and wished not to frighten the adeptus any further. 


“My master is not angry with this one?” Alatus said, his voice seemed to whisper along the verge 
of hopeful, and Madame Ping who watched from the sidelines, closed her eyes in grief for the boy 
adeptus. 


“What cause would I have for anger?” Morax questioned. He did not intend to bring up anything of 
recent events until the boy had more time to heal, but it seemed fate had weaved a different path. 


“This one could not save them,” Alatus bit hard on his lip, the sharp of his canine piercing through 
soft flesh, a tiny drop of scarlet beaded up and spilled through the cracked skin of his lips. 


Morax sighed and reached his hand out to tug the skin gentle from the sharp grip, and wiped away 
a bit of the blood with the pad of his thumb. He took a deep breath in through her nose and closed 
his eyes in thought. 


“You... had tried to save them? The Soldiers?” Morax asked him, poison twisting in his stomach 
because not even a week before it had been him assuming the opposite. Could still hear in his mind 
the voice of Guizhong begging his innocence. She was right it would appear as she is about most 
things; how terrible for him to have doubted her. 


“This one was not fast enough. This one offers their most sincere apologies for their most grave 
error.” 


“You... need not apologize for the nuances of war. Those soldiers fought valiant for their homes 
and lost their lives for the betterment of the future. They were noble and heroic and they shall rest 
well knowing they had lived bravely,” Morax muttered awkwardly in an attempt to ease the boys 
worries as well as his own. 


“There would have been no battle if this little bird was not here,” Alatus said, his eyebrows 
scrunched in thought. 


“That is true....”” Morax trailed off, not quite sure how to rectify the situation when the child before 
him was not wrong in the sense. He was in fact the cause of that particular battle, yet it was not his 
fault entirely. Morax had opened the assembly to him for protection, so he himself had welcomed 
the supposed danger in willingly. 


He was really just as much to blame as the boy. 


Azlin was the catalyst to it all though, it was through her misdeeds that the opposing side even 
held a grudge to begin with yet she seemed to have gotten off the easiest in the end. 
Azlin did not suffer in death. Not in the same way that Alatus suffers in life. 


“Your reputation is a wild one child, yet this old dragon knew the risks when he brought you here 
to heal. The tides and times of war are ever changing and sometimes battles are fought just to fight. 
You need not blame yourself for the actions of others,” Ping said to him, ruffling his hair. 


“Yes, Madame Ping,” The boy whispered though still he looked unsure. 


“May I apply the bindings now? We do not want the shoulder to get worse now do we?” She asked 
him, holding up the long cloth for emphasis. 


Alatus nodded hesitantly and Ping went to work wrapping the shoulder tight so it doesn’t jostle 
about, and placed his left arm into a sling once more to alleviate the pressure. It was much more 
comfortable then letting the arm hang loose and Alatus seemed to relax a bit, some of this tension 
easing from his back. 


“Master...” Alatus asked quietly, his head lowered to avoid the gaze of his superior. The old God 
hummed in question relaxing his posture in an attempt to put the boy at ease. It did not work as 
Alatus appeared to hunch tighter in on himself at the lords questing tone. 


“This one brings about only destruction and pain and yet this one.... this one....” He trailed off his 
voice was demure and broken. Ping took a seat beside him on the bed and pet her hand softly 
through his hair in attempt at calming his wearied state. “Master...why am I still here?” He said so 
softly it was merely a breath upon Morax’s ear. 


“You are here to heal,” He answered simply. 
“No... Why am I still here?” He asked again with urgency in his voice. 


“T am afraid I do not have an answer for that. Perhaps you live because your purpose is not yet 
fulfilled; perhaps you have a destiny greater than you can imagine.” Morax had said to him hoping 
to ease the toxic thoughts than ran rampant through his macabre mind. 


He knew more than likely the boy did not believe him, he was twisted and gnarled from centuries 
upon centuries of punishments and subjugations. Knew his mind to be little more than a landmine 
of nightmares and appeasement. Morax could see in the set of his shoulders and the tick of his lip. 
Could see it in the shadows over golden eyes and twitching of bone like fingers. The boy did not 
believe there was a higher purpose for a being like him and yet he looked to his Gods eyes and 
said: 


“Yes Master.” 


Morax sighed at the use of his name but did not push the subject further. When the boy is in a more 
stable state of mind he will see about a different title, but for now it best not to ruffle any feathers. 


“While you were asleep, Cloud Retainer and Mountain Shaper cared for your wings,” 


Alatus startled, his head shooting up to meet the relaxed gaze the dragon. The boys throat bobbed 
in nervousness as he looked to the wings behind him. The skeletal limbs shook out in a show of 
nervousness. They didn’t raise very high on his back, no doubt the scar tissue hindering their 
movement. The boy didn’t seem to notice much, that restricted movement. 


Perhaps he grew so used to the damage he knew not the extent of it any longer. 
“This ones’ feathers are gone,” Alatus said, his wings twitching again. 

“They are hopeful they will grow back healthy given the right care,” 

“Care?” The boy echoed back to him. 


“Yes, we will be able to help you if you so wish it.” He answered to the boy who looked on in 
confusion. 


“This one cannot fly,” Alatus muttered. “There is no need for flying feathers for a bird that cannot 
greet the sky”. 


Pings let her hand rest to the back of his neck, lettering her thumb swipe across the skin of it in 
companionship and comfort. She looked to the boy in sadness when Morax made no attempt to 
refute the statement. 


It was true then, that Azlin had sentence the bird to a life on the ground, Ping could think of 
nothing worse than having your freedom stripped from you so completely. 


“Cloud Retainer thinks you may be able to glide on wind currents if we can build enough muscle at 
your wings base.” He explained softly, hoping to give the boy some shred of hope that his feet 
need not remain on the ground for the rest of his days. 


“But this one will not fly.” He said in response. 
“No,” he said solemnly. “No, you will not be able to fly”. 


The boy did not reply. He seemed to age so quickly before the Gods eyes, his skin greyed out in 
remorse, mourning the life he will never have again. His eyes were wet with unshed tears and they 
seemed too far away that there would never be a way to reach him. His throated bobbed repeatedly 
as the boy tried to swallow back the hurt and pain that burned though him. 


Beside him Ping sat a constant reassurance to his tumultuous emotions, her thumb swiping back 
and forth at the skin of his neck, a sad smile playing at her lips. 


Morax could not help but think of the contract he had signed with the boy. A contract that was 
broken whether the boy was aware of it or not. Knew through his own ideals and obligations that 
he should deal with it post haste; should see the boy not —punished- per say as he was not in his 
right mind when the contract was breached but still, he needed to be reprimanded for his errors. 


He knew as the God of Contracts he was duty bound to see the contracts were upheld to what was 
agreed upon with both parties. Yet, sitting here now and looking to a boy that had his feet pulled 
out from beneath him, had their freedoms of the sky held above him just out of reach, taunting at 
him in his lost state. Looking to a boy who the world seemed too simultaneously forget and 
despise, Morax found he could not care any less for the contract at this moment. 


In this moment maybe it would be best to let this child grieve and heal and anything else that 
comes after. 


In this moment maybe He could just be Rex Lapis, the lord who protects the lands of Guili, not the 
God of Contracts that upholds the law with stone resolve. 


In this moment maybe he can just be, and the little bird can just be. 


Just for a moment. 
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Take Flight on Golden Wings 


When Guizhong had returned once more to her little bird the atmosphere was rather tense. Morax 
and Alatus were the only two to occupy the room; Morax sitting stone still in the chair beside the 
bed and the little bird sat atop the mattress, he was sitting upright curled tightly into a ball, his face 
tucked tight into his arms. 


He trembled slightly. 


She hesitated in the doorway her eyes were unsure, she wanted to go to her bird, but with the tense 
hold on his body she figured it would be unwise to startle him. 


“Ts everything well?” She asked quietly, Morax opening his eyes to look to her in resignation. 
Her heart seemed to stutter. 


“He has been, ah, made aware of the state of his wings,” he seemed guilty as he spoke. Almost as if 
it had pained even himself for the state of disaster that befell the little birds’ wings. 


Guizhong walked over to the bed and seemed to hover a moment as if gauging the reaction of the 
adeptus that sat still on the bed. When he made no acknowledgment to her, she sat slowly to the 
edge, the mattress dipped beneath her weight and still the boy did not move. 


She bit her lip and looked to her fellow God in question. 


“He has been like that for some time now. Ping was not able to elicit a reaction from him either,” 
he told her, his expression was hesitant. 


Cautiously, guizhong wrapped her arm around the shoulders on the young adeptus, and the other 
came up to cradle his head and guided him to rest against her. He seemed to startle for a moment 
before he once more stilled, relaxing at her touch. His breath was heavy and slow as if his mind 
was still awake, but his body had shut down. It was rather concerning this lack of reaction. 


“Little bird?” She whispered to him gently. 


He said nothing for a long moment, and Guizhong was afraid that perhaps he was too far gone 
mentally to even hear her. A tiny almost unheard warble rolled through his throat, and he shifted so 
his forehead rested against Guizhong’s chest, the steady thump of her heart a balm to his turmoil. 


“Little bird? Are in there?” She asked again, her fingers scratching at his scalp in an attempt to 
illicit another reaction. 


Again, Alatus did not answer but his fingers found refuge in the silk hanfu that adorned her slight 
frame. His grip tightened around the cloth pulling it closer to his chest. 


“Not up for talking hm? That’s okay,” She whispered to him, “That’s okay.” 


She leaned back gently bringing the boy with her so that he rests gentle on the bed beside her. She 
turned her head to rest her chin against the silk of his hair and tightened her hold against him. She 
began to hum soft in her throat, the sound echoing in her chest and seemed to vibrate pleasantly 
through him; her hand rubbing small circles against his shoulders. 


Morax looked to the two that lay before him. His eyes softened and he stood from his seat and bent 
slight at the hip he rested his warm palm to Guizhong’s shoulder. She looked to him in question, 
but he did nothing more than shake his head at her curiosity. He bowed his head to the lady and 
turned away, his hand falling away from her skin. 


Guizhong watched as he walked away, her gaze trained to his back as he moved aside the woven 
curtain and left from her sight. 


She turned once more to the child that lay nestled in her arms and placed a kiss to his temple before 
settling once more. 


Morax paused outside of Alatus’ room and threw one more glance to the doorway. He closed his 
eyes and shook his head before continuing. As he walked, villagers bowed to him in reverence, and 
he would nod to them in turn. The old dirt path wound around the plains; dotted with sweet flowers 
and mint. The walk was tranquil, and he basked in that tranquility as he finally came about his 
destination. 


The building before him was grand stonework, built about with the hands of mortals and adepti 
alike. This grand central building served as the military meeting hall for Morax and his leading 
personnel, the grand room was occupied by a long table outfitted with a map of the nation. Burning 
torches lined the walls and the very back were racks upon racks of weaponry storage. 


He took a seat at the head of the table and leaned back heavily in his seat. He sat contemplative for 
a long while, his mind shifting through the event of the past few days. It was rather harrowing 
these past few days. The adepti were rather tense and Guizhong was lost in a torrent of grief. He 
himself was not the most pleasant to be around. He took his duty of protector seriously and the 
missing adeptus caused him nothing but turmoil and anxiety. Could not help but berate himself, for 
if the adeptus that he brought in ever truly did cause harm to his peoples, then he had let them 
down in the most grievous of ways. 


While he never signed a formal contract with the God of Dust when he arrived at the assembly as 
her ally, he still upheld their agreement to the same regard. 


He sighed and leaned forward to rest his elbows on the table and shaking his head to rid himself of 
such scathing thoughts. He reached down beside him brought up a container that was filled with 
many a report left unread. The God supposed, now was as good a time as any to catch up on the 
work he had left neglected in the past few days. 


Typically, he would work alongside his Lady to finish the reports as quickly and efficiently as 
possible. It was never dull working with her, she was always jesting about. She would regale him 
with tales of her day and the antics of the children. He did not understand the joy she would display 
as she told him of her most sprightly game of hide-in-seek. He indulged her even if he himself 


could not see the fun in such an elementary concept of hiding and looking. 
Yet, it brought her joy so in turn it had brought him joy as well. 


The documents were nothing more than harvest accumulations, hilichurls that walked a fair bit too 
close to the boarders and a few requests for upgraded weaponry for the milileth. He worked 
through them quickly, assigning distribution plans, patrol routes and blacksmith orders. The work 
was monotonous and dull, but it was easy, and so it was very good at keeping his rampant mind 
occupied at least for a moment. 


He worked well into the hours, so long in fact that the sun began to dip below the horizon line 
before he lifted his eyes from the page that had captured his attention so thoroughly. Morax was 
never so glad to be a being immortal, for he has neglected to eat anything the entirety of the day. 


A there was a knock upon the stone floor and Morax turned his attention to Sky Bracer who stood 
before him in all his glory. His antlers seemed to glow splendorous in the dying light of the sun, 
casting a warm glow across the floor. 


“Sky Bracer,” He acknowledged with a tip of his head. “What trouble does one seek my aid for?” 


“There is not trouble Rex Lapis, one just came to check on a friend. Nothing more,” said Bracer, 
bowing his head to his lord before him. 


“T am well. Just a bit behind in my work is all. I seemed to have neglected more than I had 
originally thought,” Morax said to him, lifting the page in his hand as if to prove he was indeed 
working. 


“Are you well? You seem most off,” Bracer said, moving to stand closer. His head was tilted in 
thought and suspicion. “You have been most agitated these past few days. One is concerned.” 


“There is no need for concern,” Morax said again trying to ease the knowing stare that Sky Bracer 
that gave him. 


“You need not lie to this one. This one knows of your unrest and wishes only to help you,” said the 
grand adpeti. Morax sighed in resignation, turning his attention fully to his companion. 


“T suppose, I am confused,” Morax finally said, his tone was hesitant as if he didn’t not want to 
admit to the weakness he so strongly felt. 


“In regard to Azlin’s adeptus?” 

“Yes. I know not how to handle a situation such as this,” The God said tiredly. 
“You have not spoken to Lady Guizhong in regard to such a manner?” 

“No, her views are... a bit different than mine as it were.” 


“She sees that one with nothing but love and compassion,” Bracer says knowingly. “And what is it, 
that you see him as?” 


Morax was silent for some time. His face was contemplative as he thought of the past few weeks 
the adeptus was in the care of the assembly. The adeptus was asleep for much of his stay, 
submissive for all of it and missing for a few of it. What did Morax think of this little bird he 
rescued. What did he feel when he looked upon a broken body and a grieving soul? 


“T am confused my friend,” Morax said again, honestly, looking to the adeptus before him with a 
rather distracted manner. 


“Confused of what?” He asked. 


“He does not act like any adeptus I have ever known. Granted, given the circumstance the 
reactions are not unwarranted. Yet I find myself lost on how I should go about any type of 
interaction,” Morax lamented, and Sky Bracer hummed in understanding. The great stag shifted 
restlessly on his hooves as he thought of how he should reply to his Lord and friend. 


“This one has seen very little of the boy adeptus. This one cannot accurately say on how one 
should handle the child. Yet, this one has seen how the Lady Guizhong heralds the boy in 
positivity. I ask you friend, why is it you do not ask her for aid in this most cumbersome 
dilemma?” 


“T fear her compassion will obstruct her logic. Where she sees only a child, I see a warrior,” Morax 
explained to him. Trying in vain to describe their opposing views when it came to Alatus. 


“Perhaps in this case he is both,” Bracer said, “Perhaps war has taken a child and turned him to 
warrior and now that child feels as lost as you do.” 


“T see,” murmured Morax, his chin pinched between his thumb and forefinger in thought. “And 
how my friend, would one handle a being such as that?” 


“A question most difficult to answer as a child blanketed in the sins of war is rare indeed,” Mused 
Sky Bracer. He looked skyward as if to find the answer in the stonework. “Perhaps it would be 
appropriate to treat him as both?” 


“And how would you propose I go about that?” 
“Teach as one would a child yet respect as one would a soldier.” 


“T shall take heed,’’ Morax rumbled, his brows furrowed in confusion at his friends' words. 
Somehow even more confused on how he should treat the guest adeptus. 


Sky Bracer nodded to him in recognition to the Gods efforts, and bid him a good evening, leaving 
the old dragon to his peace once more. 


Morax worked well into the night, thinking much of his friend's advice. He was still rather unclear 
on how to juggle both sides as he was not often the one someone went to, to find compassion. He 
sighed which seemed the umpteenth time this week and began to clean up the documents he had 
strewn about the table. There wasn’t much to finish, just finalization on ally trade routes but he 
would prefer the company of Guizhong to finish such reports. Guili was originally hers after all and 
it would do no good to make paramount decisions without her. 


He wandered back to Alatus’ room; confident he would still find his Lady sitting alongside her 
little bird. When he made it to that small little hut, he drew back the curtain swiftly, and the little 
bird that sat upon the bed jumped at the suddenness. 


For a brief moment Morax felt guilty at the fear that shined in the boys’ eyes, but Alatus relaxed 
rather quickly when the one to enter was familiar. Familiar yes, yet he kept his sharp gaze to the 
God as he wandered further into the room. 


Guizhong was still in the same spot she was when he left to work so many hours before. She lay at 
the edge of the bed, half curled in the deepness of sleep. Her breath was soft, loose strands of hair 


fell to her face and waved outwards with each exhale. Alatus sat beside her, scrunched in as tight a 
ball as he could manage; his wings were gone from his back once more, and his face still flushed 
with fever. There was the barest bit of space between the two beings, as if the boy wished for the 
proximity but was too afraid to receive it. 


“How long has she slept?” Morax asked the boy, his gaze focused to the God that lay beside him. 
“Miss Guizhong has been asleep since the sun went away,” Murmured the boy. 


“Have you just woken?” Morax asked, his brow crinkled in confusion. Surely Guizhong would not 
have fallen asleep if the boy was still awake? 


“No master, this one does not sleep,” Alatus said to the God. 
“You must rest in order to heal’. 
“This one needs no rest master. This one will heal as one always has,” replied Alatus. 


Morax did not offer the boy a reply, just hummed noncommittal in his throat. The boy did not heal 
well, as it were, evidence of that was littered across his flesh and rooted deep in his bones. Morax 
took the unoccupied seat by the bed and Alatus sat back, moving further away from the God of 
contracts until his back tucked into the curl of Guizhong’s body. The God took note in the avoidant 
motion and in turn pushed the chair back further from the bed. 


“You needn’t call me such a name,” Morax said, the use of the word master sounded like 
corruption and tasted like sin. 


“What...,” Alatus licked his lips, “What should this one call the Honorable one?” He said 
hesitantly. 


“Guizhong has mentioned it prior, but I will tell you again. You may address me as Rex Lapis as 
those that reside in the assembly oft do.” 


“Yes. Then this one will refer to you as you have demanded,” Alatus replied, his voice was rigid. 
“Tt is not a demand. You may call me what you so seem fit to.” 


Alatus looked confused, and Morax held back the exasperation that threatened to leak forth, and 
just shook his head to the boy. How troublesome that something as simple as a title can cause one 
to become so aggrieved. 


“What is your name I wonder?” Morax hummed at him softly and watched as the little bird tensed 
further. “You wish still not to tell me?” He asked, and Alatus’ throat bobbed as he swallowed back 
his fear. 


A small itch of warning tickled at the back of Morax’s mind. How adamant the adeptus was in his 
refusal. 


“You need not tell me,” He reassured quickly, “I wonder then, should you be opposed if I offered 
you a new name?” Said the God. 


“A new name?” The boy repeated in curiosity. 


“Yes, a sense of familiarity and unity without all the strings that come with one’s true name,” 
Explained the God, mindful of the itch that grew in his mind. 


“This one... this one would be most honored to receive a name,” Whispered the boy. 
“Hm, give me time and I shall think of a good one,” Morax replied. 


He stood from the chair and stepped around the room to the other side of the bed. Alatus tracked 
his movements, watched each steady and careful step until Morax came to stand behind the God of 
Dust. He lifted her easily into her arms, her head lolling back to rest at the junction between his 
neck and shoulder. 


Morax began to walk from the room when his eyes caught the little glass vial that sat at the edge of 
the boy's bedside table, he looked back to the boy who had not moved an inch, still curled tight as 
he was when Morax first arrived. The god shook his head and made his way back to the door. 


“Good night,” Morax said, lifting the curtain, and leaving the boy to his solitude. A gentle whisper 
of good wishes washing across his back and fluttering away in the stillness of the night. 

He walked gentle back to their shared abode, wishing not to disturb the woman who rested 
peacefully in his arms. 


When the sun began to rise, Alatus was greeted by the gentle knock outside of his borrowed room. 
The boy shifted, sitting upright proper, his hands fisted upon his knees. 


“Yes?” Alatus asked his voice was hesitant as he granted permission to the one who stood just 
beyond the curtain. 


Madame Ping entered the room, a soft smile on her face. The corners of her eyes wrinkled with 
happiness and Alatus relaxed at the adeptus he has come to associate with peace and kindness. 


“Good morning child. I hope you have rested well?” She asked as she retrieved the container of 
supplies that sat at the back of the room as it always does. 


“Yes, this one is well,” He replied to her. Ping didn’t acknowledge the fact the boy did not mention 
any form of sleep, not wanting to cause any upset so early in the morning. 


“Let's care for those injuries then hm?” She said to him, “Once that’s all set you can go about your 
day. Nothing too strenuous of course, don’t want to overdo it but I know staying cooped up for so 
long can make you a bit crazy.” She said with a small little laugh, hoping to ease the tension that 
sat taunt at the boys' shoulders. 


“Yes,” he said to her, shifting so he sat closer to the older adeptus. 


She smiled and went about unwrapping the binds around his shoulders. The stitching that 
Guizhong had redone still stayed firm, and Ping cleaned out around it, slathering it in paste and 
wrapping it again. The left shoulder was cause for concern, the skin around the joint was still 
swollen and it seemed to droop lower than the right. She rubbed it generously with the cooling gel, 
muttering about finding Ganyu later today. 


“Can you move your fingers for me dearie?” She said, patting the boy on his knee. 


Alatus looked to his hand and bit his lip in concentration. The last three fingers curled inwards to 
his palm they seemed to shutter as they moved, yet his thumb and forefinger didn’t so much as 
twitch. Alatus frowned and tightened the hand harder, the nails of his fingers bit into his palms and 
the two unmoving fingers seemed to tremble at the force. 


Ping frowned and reached towards him. She held her palm up to him and was patient as he waited 
for Alatus to place his hand in hers. It took a moment longer than Ping would have liked but 
eventually she felt the boys' fingers ghost across hers. She Pinched and prodded around the two 
unresponsive fingers. 


“Can you feel this?” She asked him as she bent the positions of his fingers and let them fall back 
into place. 


“Yes, Madame Ping,” replied Alatus. 
“Truly?” She asked, needing the boy to be honest, and not answer as he thinks he should. 
“Yes, this one can feel. This one promises.” He whispered to her. Ping smiled. 


“Right then. We’ll see about getting something to gain the strength back in that hand of yours,” 
She ruffled his hair, and rewrapped the boys' shoulder, lifting it back to a sling. “Now, I know you 
don’t quite like it, but I need to care for your back.” 


Alatus tensed and seemed to shy away from the older adeptus. Ping was patient, she did not follow 
him and yet she did not move away either. She waited until the boy calmed once more and was 
gentle as she spoke. 


“T know child. We will move slow and if you are uncomfortable, you let me know, okay? We’ ll 
take a break,” Ping said softly and waited long before the boy relaxed. Not fully, but he relaxed. He 
moved slowly turning so his back faced the older woman and was patient as she unwound the 
bindings. 


“Tt looks well, it will be easy care don’t worry child,” Ping said in reassurance. 
Alatus nodded, his shoulders tense. 


“Guizhong has making you something new to wear. It should fit better than these oversized 
trousers hm?” 


She tried hard to keep the boy engaged in any motion of small talk, yet he seemed adamant in 
refusing any sort of engagements. His right hand curled and clenched into the bed sheets below 
him. 


Ping cleaned the wound gently careful not to pull at any of the thick stitching that lined the length 
of his back. She began at the bottom, working her way up. The boy twitched and flinched at each 
touch of the cloth, and Ping was quick with words of reassurance. 


When she reached his shoulder blades the boy jerked away from her. Ping made no move to touch 
his again, letting him relax before she moved closer again. She let her hand rest gingerly on the 
boys' head, and felt her ease beneath her fingertips. 


“IT know child. We need just finish this and we will be done,” She crooned to him softly. “Okay, 
I’m going to clean again, yes?” Alatus gave the most minuscule of nods, and Ping began to clean 
the wound once more, mindful of every twitch and flinch. She covered the wound in with the sharp 
smelling paste and wrapping tight his torso in the bindings. 


“Now then, I'll let Guizhong care for your wings come night fall, I know that this has been a lot, I 
wouldn’t want to overwhelm you so early in the day.” She said to him, knowing full well that he 
would not tolerate any more prodding at his back, “Now, when this is all done and healed, we’ ll 
need to go about exercising those wings of yours, just warning for you. Alright?” 


“Not doing...today?” Alatus asked his voice was uncertain and afraid. 
“No child. Not today,” She reassured. “All set then,” she said patting the boy on the head. 


Alatus turned to her, and Ping helped ease the boy into that oversized shirt once more, careful to 
remove the sling and maneuver his shoulders in a way that would alleviate most of that pain. Once 
he was dressed fully, she bound his left arm up once more. She turned and rooted through her 
medical bag and presented the boy the small vial, Alatus shook his head at the proffered medicine. 


“Come now child. It is just for that fever of yours. It’s rather persistent and it causes me worry,” 
Ping explained and Alatus looked on in apprehension. 


“T give you my word child. As my honor as an adeptus, this is just for your fever.” 


It took the boy a moment, pushing back that overwhelming fear and gripping the vial in trembling 
fingers. He looked once more to the adeptus, and Ping smiled in confidence to the boy. Alatus 
tipped the medicine against his lips and swallowed. He managed only half of the proffered vial his 
face twisting into a grimace and he gagged. 


“T know, the taste is not the most wonderful,” She laughed, and urged him to drink the rest. Alatus 
shook his head and all but shoved the medicine back to the hands of the woman. “Okay child. I am 
glad you took some of it at least,” she smiled to him and recorked the vial. 


Best to ease him forward gently than push him too quickly. 
“Now then, what are your plans for today?” She asked him. 
“This one does not know,” Alatus answered as is customary for him. 


“You may stay here if you wish, or perhaps a walk?” She suggested as she began to pack away her 
supplies. 


“T... Can this one go to the tree again?” He asked and Madame Ping smiled. She nodded her head to 
him and smiled. 


“T think that is a most excellent idea. The fresh air will do you good I should think. Let's keep the 
climbing to a minimum though hm?” 


“Okay...” 
“Okay then. You go have fun and I shall bring you something to eat a bit later on.” 


Alatus nodded and looked to Madame Ping once more, searching her face for any form of deceit. 
She just looked on with a smile, and the boy flashed away in a swirl of green. Although this time, 
there seemed to be shadows of black woven into the green glow. 


Ping frowned. 


When Alatus reappeared, he stumbled against the tree roots, his right hand catching against trunk, 
steadying his feet. He lowered himself to the ground slowly and curled up between the roots. He 
inhaled the clean air, it seemed to purify his lungs in its sweetness and peace. He rested his head 
against the rough trunk, closing his eyes and let himself almost meld with the earth. 


This is a good place, He thought. 


Alatus sat for a long while, listening to the bird songs and immersed himself in the gentle and 
caressing breeze. Here there was not fear and here there was no expectations or contract to hold the 
boy down with the weight of their intent. Here there was only softness and light and existence. 


He sat still for moment after moment, basking in the glorious rays of the sun. He felt slightly 
overheated with the fever that still bubbled beneath his skin but in that blessed moment he found he 
could not find it in him to care. 


He opened his eyes quickly at the approach of another. 
“T hope I am not intruding,” Came the gentle tones of the geo yaksha. 


Alatus tensed, pushing up against the tree trunk in fear of the approaching adeptus. Menogias, 
seeing the little bird tense, stopped short in his tracks. 


“T mean you no harm. Madame Ping asked I deliver some food for you. That’s all,” he said, smiling 
in an attempt to ease the fear that radiated from Alatus’ slight frame. 


Alatus eased up slightly hunching forward and seemed to crawl gangly limbed and awkward 
towards the tall yaksha. Menogias took a seat cross legged on the floor and placed the ceramic 
bowl on the ground a few feet in front of him, scootching back slightly for good measure. 


Alatus reached for the bowl with his right hand, the left still slung tight to his chest. He had to drag 
it close to him, his single hand not able to get a grip well enough to lift it from the floor. 


“Do uh, do you need help?” Menogias asked awkwardly, scratching at the back of his head. 


“No honorable one. This one can do it,” Alatus whispered, finally getting the bowl to rest before 
him. Menogias offered him a spoon and he reached forward to grab it with trembling fingers. 


He managed a few bites before his stomach started to turn unpleasantly. His face must have twisted 
because Menogias was quick to reach forward and grab the bowl pulling it away from the boy. 
Alatus jumped away from the approaching hand and curled in on himself his right arm clutching 
around his stomach. 


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you,” Menogias told him, “You just looked sick is all.” 


“This... this one is fine,” He whispered. “An honorable one need not... need not apologize to this 
lowly one,” Alatus stuttered. 


Menogias’ face seemed to scrunch up in disbelief at the uttered words. He shook his head and 
raised his palms in a show of reassurance. Alatus’ face was pale his cheeks burning with a febrific 
flush. He looked nauseous and sweaty; his arm still gripped tight around his midriff. 


“Take deep breaths. The nausea will pass,” The yaksha said, his voice was quiet, and he took in a 
large, exaggerated breath and letting it out slow through his nose. 


Alatus tried to copy the motion, his breath was shaky, and he released the inhaled air much too 
quickly to provide any sense of calm. Menogias smiled anyway, giving him encouragement for the 
mediocre attempt at breathing. 


Menogias breathed in once more, a deep chest expanding breath, and Alatus followed suit. Back 
and forth they breathed until Alatus began to calm once more. 


“Are you well now?” The yaksha asked, and Alatus nodded. “Eating when you feel unwell isn’t 
pleasant is it?” Menogias chuckled hoping to ease the boys fear. 


Alatus nodded. 


“T apologize that I was the one that should bring your food, I know you don’t much know me. 
Madame Ping was called away you see,” Menogias said, his timber rumbling in his chest. 


Alatus nodded. 


“T uh, I get the feeling you would rather be alone. This one apologizes for the intrusion,” Menogias 
stood graceful to his feet and bowed low at the waist. 


Alatus chirped in confusion, and the geo yaksha smiled at the sound, a chuckle working its way 
from his throat. 


“Ah, apologies, I was not expecting such a sound,” he said. 
“Why does... why do you bow to this one?” Alatus asked quietly, chewing at his lip. 


“T have intruded on you, and so I must apologize,” Menogias said to him and Alatus chirped again. 


“This one doesn’t understand,” Alatus muttered, shifting so he dropped heavy on his rear and 
pulling his knees to his chest. 


“That’s alright. May I sit with you?” Menogias asked. 


The little bird didn’t answer for a while and Menogias began to shift awkwardly from foot to foot. 
It was a long while still until Alatus nodded and menogias lowered himself to the ground once 
more, placing his hands to his lap. He sent a small and sheepish smile in the boys’ direction, 
nodding his head in acknowledgement. 


“T apologize for our last meeting... it was obviously not my intention for our meeting to end in, ah, 
obstruction,” He trailed off awkwardly. 


Alatus nodded. 


“Have you, uh, have you figured out what it is that you enjoy?” Menogias asked, grasping at 
metaphorical straws. 


Alatus shook his head. 
“Right, uh, well.... how do you like Guili so far?” 


“Tt is much different than that of mistress Azlin’s domain,” Alatus said, his face was scrunched up 
as if he had smelt something bad, and the geo yaksha smiled at the look of innocence. 


“That is a good thing?” He asked, hoping to any being that would listen that the boy found peace in 
the plains. 


“Mm, yes. This is nicer,” Alatus said, his voice was rather flat, but his eyes bore happiness. 


“Right. Right, that is wonderful news. I am most glad,” Menogias said, an imitation of enthusiasm 
brimming in his voice. Trying to cover the stiffness of the conversation. 


Menogias shifted until he lay about the ground, his arms cradling his head. The little bird watched 
on in curiosity at the man who appeared to be so at ease with Azlin’s hound. The geo yaksha began 
to hum, the timbre of his voice echoing through him; dancing and resonating with the stone and 
Alatus felt himself begin to sway with the music. 


It was nice, and Alatus found he liked it very much. 


He closed his eyes and lost himself to the serenity of the yakshas voice, his heart thrumming in 
time with the tune. He did not notice when Menogias opened his eyes to glance about the adeptus, 
smiling at the peace that seemed too radiate from his being. He kept up his humming, content to let 
the little bird exist in this moment of happiness. 


When Alatus finally opened his eyes and was met with the burnished gold of the yaksha he 
jumped, the sudden movement jostled his shoulders and Alatus bit back a wince, his eyes filling 
with pain. 


“Apologies, I did not mean to frighten you,” Menogias said once again. 
“Sorry,” Alatus murmured, 


“You need not apologize for fear. Fear is what keeps us alive, what keeps us safe.” He explained to 
the boy, his voice was even and encouraging. Alatus crinkled his nose. 


“Why then, does it feel so terrible?” 


“Well, that’s because it’s the easiest way for our bodies to recognize something as dangerous. That 
fear feels awful for a moment, but it does not last forever,” Menogias sat up fully, bits of grass 
clung to the rich fabrics of his robes. 


“But...” Alatus trailed off. He itched for something to occupy his hands and found himself pulling 
at the fabric of his trousers. “But this one feels afraid always. If this one is afraid always, then this 
one is broken?” Alatus whispered, looking to Menogias in question. 


The geo yaksha inhaled sharply. 


“No. No, you are not broken. If you should feel nothing but fear, then...” he trailed off, not quite 
sure how to rectify such a situation as this. “Should you be afraid always, then we have failed at 
making you feel safe. That fault falls not to you.” 


“T apologies honorable yaksha. This one does not understand,” He whispered, curling his toes in the 
grass in attempt to ground himself to the moment, when his mind wanted nothing more than to 
float away. 


“No apologies are needed. I will try everything in my power as a yaksha to make you feel safe. 
You are deserving of safety,” Menogias said, and he found that he had meant every word. How 
quick was he to judge the little bird before him, based on nothing more than the rumors of the 
common folk, and the dealings of one battle. 


He loves his siblings, of that there can be no doubt, yet love should not cloud judgement. 
Menogias prides himself on his knowledge and his clemency to all those that fall in the jurisdiction 
of protection. He should have been protecting this adeptus, giving him safety in his healing. 
Instead, he has judged him and hated him for the rulings of another. 


He is not the first to find refuge with Rex Lapis, and he will not be the last. Many men served 
under another God and yet the assembly welcomed them readily. 


Why does Azlin's bloodhound differ from Azlin’s soldier's when they served the same God? 


The boy adeptus mumbled beneath his breath, pulling Menogias from his tumultuous musings. He 
cocked his head to the side in an attempt to hear the little birds' words, but they sounded nothing 
more than gibberish to his ears. 


“Sorry, I didn’t quite hear you?” Menogias said, his voice questioning. Alatus jumped opening and 
closing his mouth a few times before repeating, louder this time so that the geo Yaksha may hear: 


“The yaksha’s are scary,” he said, his voice stunted and broken. 


Menogias felt his heart seize and the admission. He stared to the boy that sat before him. He was 
hurt of course, as a yaksha he does not wish for his people to fear him, but as a yaksha does he 
understand that fear. 


However, the boy before him; the adeptus that sat before him now was very similar in the power 
that welled deeply inside him. The churning of power was chaotic, a windstorm of energy that 
flowed through him. 


It was the same overwhelming power that swelled within the bodies of his most loved siblings. 
The same might that was shared between the juniors that fought under them. 


“T’m afraid I don’t understand...are you not-” Menogias cut himself off at the look of frightened 
confusion that shined so brightly on Alatus’ visage. “No, never mind.” 


Alatus hummed in question, his head tilting to the side. 


“Tt is nothing. I just, I understand your fear that’s all. We yaksha are indeed powerful, but not all 
power is used for hurting. I hope you’ ll find during your stay here that power may also be used to 
bring about hope and prosperity.” 


chapter 12 


Chapter Notes 


This chapter isn't super exciting I will admit. It's honestly acting more as a catalyst on 
what's to come. 

As always: 

Happy reading! 


Side bar: 
My friend set me up a discord...uh join if you want I guess??? 
Lady_Argentum#6465 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Take Flight on Golden Wings 


When the sunlight of the day began to fade rosy, Alatus had left for his borrowed room. Menogias 
had offered to walk him back, but the little bird declined as politely as possible. Alatus did not wish 
to walk amongst the villagers, nor did he think he could handle any more of their scorn and hatred. 
He bowed to the yaksha as he departed from the tree leaving the boy to his own devices, and 
Alatus waited until his back was gone from sight before shifting away in that now black and green 
vapor. 


When he arrived back in the small room, Guizhong was already sat beside the bed, rummaging 
through the medicine basket and pulling out that of which she needed. His sudden appearance 
made her jump, and she dropped a roll of bandage in her haste to turn. She exhaled loudly at the 
sight of Alatus her hand held to her breast in fright. 


“Ah, you startled me,” She exclaimed and Alatus chewed on his lip, bowing low to the God before 
him. “You needn’t bow little bird, there truly was no harm done,” she said to him, patting the bed 
in invitation for him to come closer. 


Alatus seemed to shuffle to the bed, his feet barely lifting as he made his way closer to the God. He 
sat gingerly upon the mattress but made no move to move closer until Lady Guizhong beckoned 
him forward with a smile. 


“What should be care for first do you think? Your shoulders or your back,” She asked him gently, 
helping him to remove the shirt from his back, mindful of the injuries that lay beneath the fabric. 


“This one has no opinions miss Guizhong,” Alatus said to her, his brow furrowed as if he truly 
thought himself thoughtless. 


“Come now, you may speak free with me little bird. What would you be most comfortable with 
first?” 


He did not answer for a long while, and Guizhong did not push, simply she began to fuss about the 
supplies, and straightened out the bed sheets that lay bunched before her. She was confident Alatus 
would make a decision on his own, and only by making that decision shall he begin to heal within. 


So, she will wait for him, no matter how long he takes. 


“Miss Guizhong?” He finally muttered at last. The sound was quiet on his tongue, and he plucked 
at the bedsheet his body heavy with stress. 


“Yes, little bird,” she answered him, her voice equally as quiet, just as soft. 
“May... may we start with this ones’ shoulders?” He asked her, voice quivering with doubt. 


“Of course,” Guizhong’s smile was bright as the boy before her crossed that thin line of what he 
knows to be safe and that which is new. By treading into a territory unfamiliar he begins to heal, by 
pushing against that discomfort may he eventually gain assuagement. 


How odd, that one should first hurt in order to heal. 


The tending of the shoulders went much as it did with Madame Ping. Alatus sat still during the 
process finding the comfort in the feel of Guizhong’s fingers against his flesh. He has become 
much accustomed to the feeling of wound tending these past few weeks. It was an odd thing to 
learn, it was unpleasant yet at the same time, Alatus had never felt so at ease. 


Guizhong began to poke and prod at his fingers in the same manner Ping had done so earlier. 
Alatus had watched her with interest as she hummed under her breath rubbing the skin of his thumb 
and pressing hard on his nail. She watched with in interest as the skin beneath the nail turned white 
under the pressure before bleeding back pink. 


“Ping tells me you still have feeling. That is correct, isn’t it?” She asked to him, her brow raised as 
if daring him to lie to her. 


“Yes, Miss Guizhong. This one can feel your fingers on ones’ hand,” replied he. 


“That’s good, it means there is chance for you to regain movement,” She explained to him, and 
looked more closely at the shoulder that still seems to drop slightly downward. She frowned at the 
deformity pressing her fingers into the flesh. His skin still feverish and sweaty. 


“T don’t think it set correctly. May I attempt to fix it?” She asked him, her eyes searching his for 
any sense of weariness or unease. 


Alatus shook his head. 
“You may do as you seem most fit,” he said to her, bowing his head to her in respect. 


Guizhong pulled a vial from the pouch at her waist and offered it to the boy. He shook his head at 
the proffered medicine. Guizhong sighed sadly, her hand lowering to rest at her lap. 


“Tt is only for pain. I know that shoulder setting it not a pleasant experience.” She explained to him. 
“Rex had told me that when he had set it originally you reacted rather, ah, harsh as it were”. 


“This one apologizes Miss Guizhong. This one did not expect it, this one will be more considerate 
and react accordingly,” he said, he bowed low his head almost resting against the bed sheets. 


Guizhong placed her hand to his hair, ruffling the inky tresses with affectionate hands. She ran her 
hand down his soft cheek to rest her fingers beneath his chin forcing him to raise back to sitting 
stance once more. 


“T offer the medicine for I wish you to feel no such pain at all,” She whispered to him, moving her 


hand to cradle his cheek, brushing her thumb repetitive below his eye. 


“This one does not understand. Why do you waste such things on a being such as I. I know that the 
honorable one has told me as such before, yet still... this one is... confused,” Alatus tilted his head 
to the side in said confusion, and the God of Dust smiled to him in sadness. 


“T offer this to you little bird, because one needn’t suffer so unduly. There is no waste of anything if 
it should bring about relief. I offer the means for comfort to any I can, be they farmers or solider, 
adpeti or God; there is none who are undeserving,” she said to him, and once more offered the 

vial. 


Alatus took the vial hesitantly but made no move to drink. He looked instead to the swirling liquid 
within as it only it held the answers he sought. His swallowed thickly, thinking of the acrid taste of 
the medicine that madame Ping had offered him earlier that morning. He looked to the God before 
him, who smiled softly at him and gestured once more to the medicine he held loosely in his hand. 


Alatus tipped the vial back more quickly than the last time, not wanting the vile taste to sit any 
longer on his tongue. He managed a little more than half this time around. Still, he coughed at the 
astringency and gagged on the amaroidal taste. 


Guizhong laughed at his soured face and took the vial gently from his hands. 


“T know, the taste is rather unpleasant,” She smiled to him. “Well set the shoulder in a moment, 
best to give a chance for that medicine to work proper. May we work on your back now? Or would 
you like a moment?” 


“This one is okay miss Guizhong.” Alatus mumbled. He shifted around, moving slowly until his 
back was to the God. He was tense, shoulders locked up and trembling. 


“Are you really, okay? I do not wish you to fear me, but I know it is too early for you to trust me. I 
give you my word as a God, and as a leader of her peoples that I will do you no harm,” she said to 
him, her voice was open and pleading. Pleading for a boy who does not know trust, to trust her with 
something as vulnerable as this. 


“This one cannot reach their own back. This one requires assistance...””» He mumbled; his head 
bowed to his chest. 


“Yes, of course...” Guizhong whispered. “I shall start now then alright?” Alatus just nodded his 
consent to the God trembling still. 


Guizhong placed her hand atop his head and let it rest there for a moment, scratching gently at his 
scalp. Little by little Alatus began to relax beneath her ministrations, his shoulders loosening the 
shaking ceasing just slightly. Her hand moved downward to wrap around the back of his neck, 
thumb tracing patterns in his skin. She wanted him to be comfortable with the feel of her skin 
before she began to poke and prod at the broken skin of his back. She brought her free hand to rest 
on his lower back beside. He jumped under her touch and still she kept the contact until slowly he 
relaxed once more. 


The process of cleaning and medicating the wound was slow going, the boy jumping at every 
feather light touch. When at last she was finished, she was quick to pull her hands away. Alatus 
was moved fast, putting distance between himself and the God, turning so he faced her. His right 
arm wound around his torso, and he folded in on himself, his fingers trembling. 


“Deep breaths little bird. It's alright now,” She whispered to him. 


She kept up this nonsensical squabble, whispered words of reassurance and soft voices humming 
words of safety until at long last the little bird stopped his shaking. When he looked to her, his eyes 
were a bit hazier than when she had first began tending to his back, and she smiled at him. 


“How are you feeling, has that medicine kicked in yet?” 


“T... everything feels fuzzy now...?” Alatus said, his voice was quizzical, eyes scrunched in 
wonder. 


“T would say yes then,” Guizhong laughed a bit under her breath. “Now, here’s the hard decision, 
shall we tend to your wings, or would you prefer we set that shoulder again first?” She asked him. 


Alatus shook his head, backing further from her. 


“T know, neither option is wonderful. Take your time little one,” She whispered to him, leaning 
back in her chair, making her body language as open as she is able. Alatus looked to her, searched 
her face and then avoided it before he looked back once more. He twisted clothing between bone 
thin fingers and scratched at the fragile, paper skin of his wrist. 


“May this one ask a question miss Guizhong,” Alatus muttered, his eyes trained to his hands. 


“Of course, you may. You are welcome always to ask on what you do not understand,” she told 
him blanketing his curiosity under one grand permission. 


“What will the honorable one do with this ones’ wings?” His voice was but a whisper on his lips. 


“You have a few open sores from where your down feathers matted. I need rub on medicinal paste, 
and we will be done,” She explained patiently, hoping to calm the anxiety that fluttered through his 
veins. 


“And... that is all?” 
“Yes, that is all.” 


Alatus shuffled closer, keeping still some distance between them, but he did not turn and offer his 
back. She held her hand out to the boy, palm up, and the boy stared at it in query. She wiggled her 
finger to him, enticing him forward. Ever so slowly Alatus brought his right hand to rest in hers. 
She curled his fingers around his, rubbing the skin of his hand rhythmically with her thumb. 


“This one...” Alatus began to say, only to trail off in uncertainly. Guizhong let him work through 
his thoughts, “This ones’.... shoulder first?” 


“Of course.” 


Guizhong maneuvered Alatus into the same hold Morax had him in a few days prior, his back was 

pressed to her chest, and Guizhong held his left elbow across his body in a firm grasp. She counted 
to three beneath her breath softly and in one motion jerked his shoulder back into place. It grinded 

and popped as it settled in place. Correctly this time. 


Alatus bit his lips and scrunched his eyes shut but he did not utter in pain, the God however did not 
know if that silence was caused by the effects of the medication, or from the adeptus’ own 
bullheadedness. The lady was quick to bind his shoulder and place it in a sling, effectively keeping 
his up and in place. 


She asked Alatus once more to move his fingers, and once again only the last three curled to his 


palm. This time however the remaining two fingers seemed to twitch, and she couldn’t help but 
smile at the progress. 


Guizhong reached again into the pouch that hung at her hip and produced a small leather ball, it fit 
nicely in the palm of her hand, and the stitching was small and compact. She turned it over a few 
times, inspecting it before giving it an experimental squeeze. The shape of the ball deformed 
slightly, and she seemed to nod in satisfaction before offering it to the boy adeptus. 


Alatus stared at the proffered object in confusion but made no move to take it. 


“Tt’s a ball we filled with sand,” Guizhong explained in acknowledgement to the boys’ curious 
glance. “It will help you too gain back strength in your hand, just squeeze it and try really hard to 
get all five fingers around it. Okay?” 


Alatus took the ball in hand, looking to the God once more. She smiled to him in encouragement, 
and he frowned, looking now to the object in hand. He placed the ball in the fingers of his left hand 
—the arm still held up in a sling- and squeezed. His three working fingers pushed the sand around in 
its casing, and the remaining two only grazed across the leather. 


Guizhong smiled at him anyway, even though he had failed to do as she asked. Alatus did not in 
fact get all five fingers around the ball, and yet she offered no reprimand. It was most confusing to 
the young adeptus. 


“Perfect. Just do that for a bit every day and we’ll see to getting mobility back to that hand okay?” 


Alatus nodded even though he was unsure how squeezing a ball was meant to provide any aid to 
the lameness if his hand. Yet, miss Guizhong had ask him to so, and do so he shall. Far be it from 
him to question a God in such a manner. 


“Alright, I just need to treat your wings now,” She cautioned to him, and motioned for him to turn 
around. Alatus swallowed hard against the fear, toes curling into the bedsheets and a half 
responsive hand crushing that little ball of sand. 


“T know, but once this is done, we can just wrap your torso and I won’t have to do anything else for 
today. I promise,” She whispered to him 


It took a long moment before Alatus uncurled himself from the defensive position he reverts to. 
The position was long ingrained in him, and he tends to fall back to it entirely on instinct alone. His 
frame began to glow slightly as his wings materialized behind him. The drooped heavy down his 
back and rested against the floor. Alatus shifted around, his back twitching as it once more got used 
to the weight pulling at his stitching. 


Guizhong got to work quickly, cleaning and rubbing the herbal paste into open sores. Alatus 
flinched and would twitch his wings away at every touch causing the God to have to chase after 
the appendage. She uttered words of praise and reassurance at every moment, hoping to fill the air 
with a sense of security and love. She wanted to say it was working, as the boy, albeit reluctantly 
allowed her access to his wings. But the God of Dust was no fool, and she kept her ear trained to 
the erratic breathing the boy was trying so hard to muffle. 


Once the last wound was treated, she was quick to pull her hands away. Alatus turned around 
quickly, removing his back from her sights and the wings dispersed in a shower of gold. 


“All done, I just need to bind your chest now,” She whispered to him, and held up a roll of binding 
as proof of her words. 


Alatus had let her approach but was tense under her hands. Guizhong tried not to feel put off by the 
mistrust. She knows that he had just tolerated a lot and knew had she been in the same position as 
he, that she would have reacted much the same. Perhaps even, she may have been even more 
mistrusting. 


He truly was a sweet child, undeserving of any of the strife life seemed so determined to put him 
through. How he was still willing to offer his trust even though it had been broken before. 


“All done,” She whispered, and moved to pack up her belongings and place the basket of supplies 
back to its shelf. 


Guizhong bid him a goodnight as she swept back the curtain and disappeared from the boys’ sight. 
He could feel her power lingering just beyond the doorway before slowly starting to retreat. 


“Good night,” Alatus whispered to the darkness before him. His eyes were trained to the candle 
that sat lit at his bedside and took note of the medicine vial Guizhong had left as she has done 
every night since his arrival. 


The little bird pulled his legs to his chest and let his head drop to his knees. It wasn’t much longer 
until the first sweet wafting scent of dreams filed in through the window, and Alatus bit his lip at 
the temptation. 


“Tt is not allowed,” he whispered. 


The next few weeks passed without incident. Alatus’ fever finally passed after the third day of his 
wakefulness, and he began to gain more movement back in his hand. The injury to his shoulders 
healed well enough to where the sling was no longer needed, and the stitching was removed 
leaving only a silver scar in its place. 


Removing the stitching to his back was a bit more of an ordeal, Morax had to hold the boy firmly 
in his lap as Ping and Guizhong worked to pull out the threading. He would jerk and lash out at 
each pull against his skin and squirm at each brush of their hands. 


His wings too began to heal phenomenally. Where their used to be nothing more than pink and 
inflamed skin was now a layer of fluffy grey down. 


Guizhong tried hard not to gush at the adorable sight, but she could not help the cheek numbing 
smile that lit up her face at the sight. It was hard to notice the change at first, not when she was 
cleaning them daily. She had noticed the slight fuzz growing during her tending but made no 
significant note to it. Only when the injures were healed and she no longer saw them daily did she 
truly take notice to how beautiful they began to look. 


Alatus too seemed more confident in the growth of his feathers. He still kept his wings tucked 
away, but he knew they were there and that’s all that mattered to him. 


The boy spent most of his days in the company of the grand gingko tree, usually with the 
companionship of either Guizhong or Ping, or one of his acquainted yaksha; Bonanus or 
Menogias. 


They began to take the boy to various parts of the assembly. Letting him explore the hills sides and 
the cliffs. Taking him out to the marshes and into the more wooded areas Liyue had to offer. The 
two yaksha even took the boy into Jueyun Karst, to the top of the peaks where the qinxin grew. 
Once he was up once more amongst the clouds it was difficult to get him down. He sat up there for 


hours just letting the wind whip against his skin and tangle through his hair. 


The two yaksha let him be as long as he needed. It was not an awful place for him to be after all, 
safe within the protection of Jueyun’s healing air. 


Menogias often spent his time teaching Alatus how to read, and practiced writing with him. He 
used a small wooden box that was low on its sides. He filled that box with sand, and with a wooden 
dowel taught the boy the motions of each character. He would bring him children's stories and 
guide him through the pronunciations of words and their meanings. 


The process was very slow moving, yet Alatus seemed to enjoy the knowledge so Menogias did 
not complain at the progress. He would laugh often times, as Alatus declared his dislike for the 
stories, saying they were rather dull and childish, to which Menogias would remark it was the 
point, they were easier to read, and as such were best for learning. 


It did not seem to mollify Alatus’ dislike, but the boy read them regardless of his distaste. 


Bonanus would often sit with the boy amongst the flowers. She would hum any senseless tunes 
that came to mind and weave flowers with him. He often times needed help as he still did not have 
full motion of his fingers, but he would be at peace amongst the flora and truly that was all that he 
desired. 


Sometimes they would head down to the marshes or even again to Luhua and play about there, 
racing and jumping in the creeks and rivers dousing their clothing about with water and mud. They 
would sit amongst the reeds and Bonanus would tell him of all the plants and animals that he could 
see. 


It was here in this quiet that Alatus would often smile. 


Madame ping would often be found telling him stories of her youth. They ranged from tall tales to 
stories of the land. She would tell him of her life and of lives of friends that were no longer with 
her. 


She told the story of when she had first met Morax, nothing more than a young dragon back then, 
barely older than a hatchling. She laughed as she told Alatus how the dragon had gotten his horn 
stuck in a tree hollow when he was trying to forage for food. 


Would laugh as she regaled the tale of how she had to unstick said horn, all the while Morax would 
grumble that he was not in need of her assistance, and that he was more than capable of getting out 
on his own. 


Guizhong often would spend the evening hours with the boy. She was the only one he allowed to 
tend to his wings, and she would find herself sitting in the cool waters of mt. Aocang, guiding the 
boy through the motions of moving and strengthening the muscles of his back. Cloud Retainer or 
Mountain Shaper would overlook these sessions, throwing out comments on how the boy could 
improve, or new things to try. 


Alatus would flap his wings through the water, the pressure and motion doing wonders to both 
exercise and take the pressure off the damaged muscle. When they would get out, Alatus would 
ruffle his wings causing the down to fluff up in the most adorable way and he would lay about the 
grass until they have dried enough for him to tuck them away once more. 


When they were gone, Guizhong would massage deep into the tissue of his shoulder blades, 
sending rhythmic pulses of her power through his flesh, allowing the scar tissue to recede and new 


muscle to grow. Alatus at first did not like that treatment, often he would jerk away from her hands 
before she was able to treat them fully and would refuse to come to her again. 


Over the course of those few weeks, he began to tolerate it more and more, and eventually did he 
grow to enjoy the comforting presence of the God and came to like the press of skin on skin. 


He would not tolerate anyone else aside from Guizhong to work so thoroughly on his wings and 
would only ever allow Ping as another to touch his back. His trust was given, but it was not given 
freely. 


It was on the beginning of the third week that Alatus seemed to have hit a snag. It came about first 
in his refusal to eat. The boy was not the most adventurous of eaters, only still tolerating the bland 
broth he was introduced to at first, not even attempting to try anything else that was offered to him. 


He had filled out a lot more, his cheeks were not so hollow, and the bones did not jut out so 
harshly. He was rounded out more, his complexion smoothed over with the aid of good nutrients 
and constant access to food. 


However, when he began to refuse even the broth it caused concern. He would take perhaps one 
spoonful before clenching his jaw tightly shut and pushing the food away from him and curling 
back into that defensive ball. 


They would spend hours out of the day coaxing the boy to eat, just one more bite they would say, 
and one more bite turned into one more until the boy was green in the face and they were forced to 
pull the food away from him lest he lose all of it that he ate anyway. 


He would begin each morning to a spike of fever that would taper off as the day went on yet try as 
they might were not able to ascertain the source of his sudden sickness. They took to sneaking in 
the fever reducers that Madame Ping so aptly made into his broth, as it was easier to coax him to 
consume a few more bites of soup than it was to get him to take any form of medication. 


Either one of the two Gods, or one of the adepti trusted by Alatus would end up taking post in his 
room come nightfall, as more often than not, by morning the boy would be sporting more than a 
few self-inflicted injuries. They ranged from wrists scratched raw, scratches to the flesh of his neck 
or even bite marks dotting his arms. When he was asked about such injuries, he would always reply 
the same: 


“ This one is well.” 


Guizhong spent hours of the night pacing her shared room with Morax, and the dragon in turn 
would spend hours coaxing her to sit. Her nerves were shot, and her mind was frazzled. 


“T just,” She lamented, finally collapsing on her bed, hair falling dramatically around her. “He was 
doing so well, I don’t understand what is happening now,” She turned to Morax in desperation. 
Hoping he would find some answer as to why the little bird suffers so. 


“We have looked him over again and again Gui. If he does not wish to share what ails him then I’m 
afraid to say, there is not much we can offer.” 


“Morax you have a contract with him to see him healed, it cannot be fulfilled when he suffers so.” 
“That contract has already been defiled.” 


“Rex...” Guizhong whispered to him in utter disappointment. “That boy cannot handle 
punishment,” she said to him. The same back and forth the two have danced about when the 


contract was first broken. 


“T have been lenient in the matter. I have not enacted any form of reprimand whilst his injuries still 
healed. He is however healed now and the adepti of the court demand some form of 
admonishment.” 


“T understand that, but with the way he is now...” 


“T am sympathetic to your plight in regard to the boy, yet as the God of Contract’s I cannot allow 
the transgression to stretch any more than it already has.” He explained to her. Not sure how else to 
go about explaining the need for repercussion. 


He could not, nor would he, tell her that the bindings of a contract were so concrete in his existence 
that his head pounded fierce the longer one went without punishment or admonition to the broken 
script. Would not tell her that his bones ached whenever he was near another being who broke any 
form of negotiated contract formed in lieu of his name. 


Guizhong was one to worry, and he would not be cause for such fretting. He has lived this way 
since he became the embodiment of contractual advocacy., and he will live that way for the rest of 
his days. There were no work arounds, no back-alley ways out. Punishment of some form must be 
administered to uphold the integrity of the contract. 


“T will not punish the boy in any form of confliction. I was thinking something along the lines of 
labor,” He reasoned with her, hoping the punishment of a few chores would be easy enough for her 
to accept. 


She did not disagree outright, yet her eyes still spoke volumes to her dislike. 


“T wish not for him to suffer,” She whispered, rolling over in bed so that she was pressed against 
his side. The warmth of her skin pressed to his cause contentment to settle in his chest. He turned 
as well so that they may face each other once more, and he rested his forehead against hers and 
breathed in deep the scent of glaze lilies and mountain air. 


The two had laid there together well into the night. Morax would have thought the lady asleep had 
it not been for random and staggered kisses she placed to his chest. He held her loose in his arms, 
the weight of his limbs heavy and comforting at her waist and the two seemed to sink into the soft 
embrace of the mattress the longer they sat unmoving, 


It was comfortable and warm. Their two heart beats intertwining with one another their breaths 
synchronizing as sleep began to blanket over the two of them, causing heavy eye lids and heavy 
bodies. 


“Have you given anymore thought to his name?” She said, her voice was tired and soft, whispering 
her thought aloud as if to keep the serenity of the night. 


“T have... a few suggestions.” He replied, his brow furrowed ever so slightly. “I wanted your 
opinion on them. Far be it from I to bestow him a name you do not approve of,” He chuckled to 
her. 


“What were you thinking of?” She said, shifting so she could wind her arms around his waist, face 
pressed to his chest. 


“What of Chun-Chieh?” He rumbled, 


“No, doesn’t seem to fit him at all,” she said, rubbing her nose against the fabric of his night 


clothes. 

“Perhaps Qiang, then?” 

“Hm, he is strong, yet that is not all that he is. Perhaps another?” 
“Jing?” 

“Mm-Mm,” She shook her head. 

“Lin?” 

“No.” 


“Xiang,” He tried, and he could feel Guizhong’s face scrunch up from where it rested against his 
chest. “You do not like any of them?” He groused, releasing a heavy sigh. 


“T think they are all wonderful names in their own right. It’s just that... none of them seem right for 
him,” she said, raising her head slightly so that she may look to him proper. 


“T see...” He trailed off in thought. 


“Do you have anymore?” She asked him, her fingers tracing random patterns in his chest. 
“T have one more. I got the name from a story if I am to be honest, I didn’t give it much meaning.” 


“What was the story about?” 


“It was about a man who suffered much at the hands of the world,” he said to her, and began to tell 
the story in which the name came to be. 


He wove the tale of a young boy who was always lost to the winds of solitude. He was not a crude 
or selfish person, his heartbeat warmly for those he knew and cared for greatly, but he was slow to 
open up. 


He was alone, orphaned young and bounced around to any who could care for him. He was 
sentenced to a life of pain and starvation and suffering still. He was set to work; and work he did 
from sun up till sundown, working his hands raw and his feet sore. 


Told tale of a boy who tired of his tiresome existence and went on to search for something greater. 
Something grander than the life he was permitted. Trained on mountain tops and low valleys. 
Honed his skill with a blade and honed the skill of his wit. 


Told tale of the boy who fought mystical beasts and journeyed across mountains, and how his 
strength and determination brought about glory and freedom. 


Told the tale of a young boy, no longer so young, who still preferred his solitude but allowed more 
love to his heart. A boy who still fought against the ancient beasts and who one day rose up to be a 
symbol for his people. 


A symbol of victory and safety and everything that came with it. 
His life did not start well, but in the end, it was a life lived well. 


Whence he had finished the tale, Guizhong looked to him with a gentle smile, and placed a kiss to 
his cheek. 
“T think that is the most wonderful name Zhongli. I think it fits him perfectly. Adeptus Xiao,” she 


said and placed another kiss to his chest. 


Chapter End Notes 


my lamentations of the day: 
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and I hate every moment of it. 

2. Really have the urge to replay Breath of the Wild 100% completion but honestly, 
900 korok seeds is a bit steep. 

3. My dog really needs to get groomed; she's dropping tumble weeds of hair 
everywhere and daily brushings just can't keep up. 
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Take Flight on Golden Wings 


The new day began the same as the previous. Alatus was overtaken by fever sometime during the 
night, his cheeks grew warm under the strain of the heat and sweat dripped from his hairline. 
Bonanus, who was in charge this night, was keeping eyes on the little bird so he would not cause 
himself harm during the long arduous hours. She sat beside him on the bed, her gauntlet of a hand 
caressed his shoulder, leaning his slight weight unto her. She would take a cold damp cloth and 
blot the fever from his cheeks, waiting out the long night. 


Alatus did not seem conscious of his harmful behavior. He would simply reach up to scratch and 
he would keep scratching until his skin was raw and bleeding. There were no vicious strokes of his 
hand, no hard-pressed pressure. He simply scratched. Or he would bite on occasion, his head was 
often resting against his arm in his curled-up pose, and he would bite his teeth to the flesh of said 
arm, no pressure at first, but slowly his jaw would shut until his skin was splitting against his 
canines. 


Bonanus spent the night correcting his self-destructive behaviors and trying and failing at bringing 
the boy in to any form of conversation. He was rather unreactive as it were. He paid no mind to her 
as she pulled away harmful hands and gave nothing more than noncommittal hums to whispered 
words. 


Then, as the sun began to rise, he would come out of that reclusive shell, and he would look at her, 
and respond to her as if the night never even happened. Someone would come in and offer his 
broth laced with fever reducers and it would be a fight all over again to get him to eat. 


Madame Ping had taken over the feedings this time, and Bonanus bid them goodbye when the elder 
adeptus entered. She bowed to the elder adeptus and gave a head pat to Alatus who seemed to 
preen under the contact. She made her way to the grand stone building at the center of the 

assembly that had served as their war council. She was sure she would find either Rex Lapis or 
Lady Guizhong sitting at the table as one of them normally was at the start of the day. 


She knocked on the door and waited until her entry was granted. It would be uncivil of her should 
she barge into the room unannounced, especially if a meeting was already in motion. She did not 
wait long before Guizhong’s melodic tone was ushering her in. 


Bonanus approached the table and bowed to both Gods that were present. A slew of documents 
was covering the tabletop, and in the middle of the chaos was a few plates of food half finished. 


“General Chizapus,” Morax greeted her, his head dipped in respect of the warrior who stood before 
him. 


“Rex Lapis, Lady Guizhong, I hope I am not interrupting,” Bonanus said politely, rising from her 
practiced bow. 


“Not at all, take a seat. We were just going over trade routes that all,” Guizhong said to her, 
gesturing to the chair that sat across from her. “How fares your morning?” 


“Ah, well, Madame Ping just took over sitting with the little bird. He’s, actually what I wanted to 
talk about,” Bonanus said, scooting in her chair so that she may rest her elbows on the table. 


Morax placed down the report he was reading and regarded the yaksha with a steady gaze. 
Guizhong had leaned forward, pushing aside her tea in an effort to be closer. 


“What news do you bring,” asked the God of Dust. Her voice was calm, but one could feel the 
turmoil bubbling inside her. 


“T am concerned for his behavior,” Bonanus had stated rather hesitantly. That of course was not all 
she was concerned after, but it seemed as good a place to start as any. 


“Behavior?” Morax questioned her, his head title to the left some, “The self-harming?” 


“Yes, but its more than that.” She replied, turning her attention to the prime adepti. “He seems 
almost catatonic during the resting hours. I was wondering if you had noticed it as well?” 


“He is rather unresponsive,” Guizhong muttered to herself, her voice was muffled in the 
undertones, making it obvious she was not addressing the group but rather shifting through her own 
jumbled thoughts. 


“T also think that he isn’t meaning to cause injury to his person. He doesn’t even realize he’s doing 
it,” Bonanus explained to them. “When you stop the behavior, he looks rather confused.” 


“You think this harming is caused by his dissociative tendencies.” Morax said, making the 
question sound more as a statement, as if he himself was already privy to the knowledge. 


“T do.” She agreed. 


“Why is it though, he acts like this only at night fall?” Guizhong wondered, “He seems well 
enough during the day. Or, at least as well one such as he can be.” 


“T don’t know my lady, but...” Bonanus trailed off, “Do you think this behavior has anything to do 
with that darkness?” 


“You speak of his karma?” Morax intoned, his chin held aloft between his fingers. 


It was well known of Alatus’ karma, Madame Ping made note of it to the Gods when she first 
witnessed it all those weeks ago. It was still rather weak, not seeming to cause the boy any adverse 


effects and it has been monitored closely by the adepti of the court. 


“What caused the influx do you think?” the yaksha asked, her concern filling her voice in concern 
for the little bird, whom she has come to see as a little brother. 


“He has always borne the karma,” Morax said, “He has slaughtered to many Gods not to. However, 
it has increased rather greatly in the recent days.” 


“Ts that the reason he has stopped eating do you think?” the yaksha asked, “Is there way to stop 
it?” 

“Karma corrupts the soul,” Guizhong intoned, her voice was sad as she stared down to her lap in 
thought, “There is no cure, but perhaps there may be a way to ease the symptoms that come with 
it?” 


“Not that I am aware of,” Morax told her. 


“Then we shall have to find one won’t we,” Guizhong sniffed out, her eyes burned with 
determination. 


Morax nodded to the thought, although he seemed far away from the conversation. As if he 
thought there no way to ease the burning of karmic debt, but still wanting to ease the fear of the 
two women that sat beside him. 


“Perhaps a trip to Jeuyun Karst will help him,” Bonanus mused, looking to the Gods for 
permission. Morax nodded his consent and Guizhong smiled, reaching her hand across the table to 
hold the yakshas own. 


“Tt is a wonderful idea,” She said, “A bit of relaxation will do him good I should think.” 


When Bonanus returned once more to Alatus’ room, Madame ping was just finished giving the boy 
his breakfast. Bonanus looked to her, eyebrow raised subtly in question. Ping shook her head sadly 
and tilted the bowl in the yaksha’s direction so that she may see. The bow] was still mostly full, not 
even a quarter of the broth had been eaten. 


She looked up to the little bird that sat perched on the bed, his head was downcast, the curtain of 
his bangs shielding his eyes. It didn’t take a genius to read his body language. Alatus was again 
curled into the protective ball, his body seemingly radiating melancholy and apology. 


“Tt is no fault of yours little bird. You can’t help it if you feel unwell,” Bonanus said to him, 
moving so that she may sit beside him on the bed. “How is his fever?” 


“It’s gone down. Almost gone I would say,” Ping told, her. The elder adeptus stood from her chair 
and offered a vial to the yaksha. “Should his fever return, he may take this.” 


“Of course,” Bonanus replied, bowing her head and taking the offered medication. 


Ping bid them a good morning, and before she left, ruffled her hand through Alatus’ hair. He 
seemed to calm at the familiar gesture and the yaksha felt her heart swell at the healing he has 
achieved thus far. It was not too terribly long ago when he recoiled to touch, now he seemed to 
soak it up any chance he was able. When Ping had left the room, she turned to look at Alatus, who 
still avoided her eyes. 


“T was thinking of taking a trip to Jeuyun Karst, the weather is most beautiful out. I would be 


delighted if you would join me?” She asked him. She made sure to keep her voice light and open. 
The last thing she wanted was to pressure him into doing something he did not want. 


Alatus looked to her and nodded. He made no move to stand from the bed, so Bonanus just shifted 
closer to him, placing her arm around his shoulders she pulled him to her side, and with her adeptal 
art covered them both in the misty blue hue of her powers, taking them to a calm spot in the valley 
of Jeuyun. 


When they arrived, and the power that encircled them faded away, Alatus stumbled, his feet not 
able to find balance in the sudden location shift. Bonanus was quick to steady him, a frown playing 
gently at her lips. The little bird was hardly clumsy. The pair walked over to the large waterfall at 
the edge of the Karst and made their way up to one of the grassy hills that rested beside it. 


The trek was not arduous by any sense of the words, yet she could hear the boys rather erratic 
breathing where he walked beside her. She looked to him in concern, his brow was beaded with 
perspiration and his face was flushed once again. She walked closer to him and held his hand in 
hers in the off chance he fell, she would be right there beside him. His palm was clammy, and his 
hand shook so softly she at first barely noticed it. 


Bonanus had plans to climb higher, she knew of the boys' love for high places, but seeing his 
appearance now she opted for a hill closer the ground. It still gave a nice vantage point, 
overlooking the water and the small little island that rested in the waterbed, a small pavilion resting 
atop the stone. To the left you could see a circular stone walkway, the lights of a domain gleaming 
just beyond it. 


It was peaceful, it appeared they were the only two here, which suited the situation rather well. She 
sat to the soft grass below and guided Alatus to sit beside her. When he sat, he dropped rather 
roughly to the ground, as he tried to swallow back the ragged breaths. Bonanus ran her fingers 
through his hair in an attempt to calm him. It took a while, but with the gentle song of the birds that 
fluttered around the Karst and the rushing hypnotism of the waterfall, it eventually lulled Alatus 
once more into a sense of control and peace. 


“Are you well?” Bonanus asked, moving her hand subtly so that she may feel his skin on her hand. 
He was warm again. She has suspected as much given his appearance. 


“This one is just tired from the walk. This one apologizes for slowing you down.” Alatus 
mumbled, his head bowed to her in respect. 


“One needn’t apologize. I think it rather nice to walk around the Karst, don’t you?” 


“Yes, it is very nice here,” he said to her. His eyes seemed to droop slightly and for a moment she 
thought he might sleep. Instead, he blinked his eyes rapidly and sat up straighter. 


“You may rest if you so desire. I find myself taking naps out here quite often if I’m being honest,” 
Bonanus said with a lilting laugh. She had hoped to ease the boy into a comfortable feeling so that 
he may rest easily, yet he just shook his head, chewing at the fat of his lip. Bonanus was quick to 
pull in from the confines of his teeth. 


“This one is alright,” He replied rather dully, and Bonanus was reminded of how he was when he 
first arrived at the assembly. Her heart clenched at the thought. 


“Perhaps some medicine for that fever then?” 


Alatus didn’t reply outright, just scrunched up his nose and shook his head softly. Bonanus sighed 


but did not push the issue further. The last thing she wanted was to overwhelm him and cause this 
mysterious fever to worsen in his worked-up state. So there the two sat under the morning warmth 
of the sun. 


Bonanus began to hum beneath her breath, hand rubbing absent circles in the flesh of Alatus’ arm. 
He would nod off every few moments before jerking himself to awareness once more. 


Bonanus frowned at the action. 
“Why do you not sleep? You are most obviously tired, forgive me for I am confused.” 


“This one is... does not like to sleep,” Alatus replied to her. His voice was downcast and wavered 
with fear. 


“Why?” She asked him. “What frightens you so?” 


He was quiet, his eyes looking anywhere but to her. He picked at the fabric of his trousers and 
would tug at the ends of his hair in an effort to keep his hands busy. Bonanus thought perhaps she 
had crossed a line with that question and was about to apologize for her mistake when Alatus 
finally answered her. Her words died at her throat as she gave him her full attention. 


“She is there when this one sleeps. She hurts this one...” Alatus said, his voice barely a whisper, 
getting lost under the rushing force of the waterfall. Bonanus had to strain her ears to hear it, but 
the confession was heartbreaking all the same. 


“You speak of Azlin,” she said. There was no need for questions as the fear that enveloped the 
little bird was almost palpable. 


“Yes, mistress Azlin is most scary.” 


Bonanus said nothing. She was too lost in her grief to really think of anything to say other than/’m 
sorry. She did not think this situation warranted apology. No amount of apologies or pity will 
rectify his fear, none of it will take it away either. It’s useless and pointless to give. 


“Azlin... She is gone now little bird. She cannot harm you. Not in the mortal plane, and not in the 
realm of dreams. You needn’t fear hurt from her any longer,” She whispered to the boy, pulling 
him closer so that her side was pressed flush against his. 


“Even if she is gone; she is still there. She is always there,” Alatus said to her, brows furrowed, 
“This one does not wish to see her. Not anymore please.” 


“You speak of nightmares?” 
“Yes,” replied he. 


“Do you wish to sleep?” She asked him, her gaze straight ahead of her as to not frighten the boy 
with her scrutiny. 


“This one does not require it.” 
“That is not what I asked. Do you want to?” 


Alatus didn’t answer, he just swallowed thickly and began once more to pick at the fabric of his 
trousers. Bonanus didn’t think in this case an answer was entirely necessary, she could see the 
exhaustion he held on to his shoulders, feel the fatigue that sunk itself in to his person and came to 


life in his eyes. He was so tired, but fear kept him from dreaming. 


The day seemed to drag on slightly slower than Bonanus was accustomed to. She kept up idle 
chatter, hoping to engage the young adeptus in some form of conversation. In the end however it 
was extremely one-sided. Where Bonanus would talk of anything and everything that crossed her 
mind, Alatus only provided small hums and almost unnoticed head movements. 


He seemed to slump over on himself before sitting upright once more. 


Bonanus was once more about to ask the boy if he would perhaps like to try and sleep when she 
was interrupted by the jovial tones of her sibling. Menogias and Indarias came walking up the hill, 
laughing amongst each other, but they stopped short at the appearance of the young adeptus. 
Alatus sat closer to the hydro yaksha, his gaze piercing as he stared untrusting to the pyro user. 


“T- uh see you already have company then,” Indarias said, her gaze meeting Alatus’ head on. 


“T think we would enjoy some more. Will you not join us?” Bonanus replied, her voice was open 
and pleasant. 


Menogias smiled and took the spot beside Alatus, blocking him in on both sides with the two 
familiar yakshas. Indarias stood still, her gaze was untrusting and a little angry as she looked to the 
little bird who sat upon the grass. 


“Sit Inda,” Menogias motioned to the floor, “We have come here to relax, we are here now, it 
would be best to stay wouldn’t you say?” 


Indarias seemed put off but sat none the less. She made sure there was quite a bit of distance 
between herself and Alatus. She kept her eyes on him, they burned with rage and mistrust, and 
Alatus fidgeted where he sat before averting his gaze away from hers. 


“How are you Inda?” Bonanus asked to her sister. She brought her hand up to ruffle through the 
little birds’ hair, hoping to give him some semblance of trust and relaxation. 


“T am well, brother Meno and I just finished our training with the junior yaksha’s. They are 
improving most wonderfully Iam very proud of them,” she said, her gaze meeting her sisters for a 
brief moment before turning them back the little bird. 


“Ah, it was not all well,” Menogias said with a slight chuckle, “We did have a small group of pyro 
users...uh... light a building on fire as it were,” He scratched at the back of his head in abashment. 


“Oh! That is certainly a development!” Bonanus couldn’t help but laugh as she brought her hands 
up to cover the amused expression that overtook her features. “All is well I assume?” 


“Yes, the group of hydro users took care of it before any serious damage could take place,” 
Indarias said, and she shook her head in amusement. 


“Uh, the report to Morax asking for monetary reparations are less than ideal however,” Menogias 
said. “I am not looking forward to that meeting.” 


The three of them began to joke around with each other, the toxic air that Indarias carried around 
her in response to Azlin’s hound began to dissipate as she became more comfortable in the 
presence of her siblings. Alatus himself zoned out of the conversation, not really caring about the 
idle chatter that floated between them. His eyes felt heavy, lulled with the soft and melodic sounds 
of laughter and merriment. 


His eyes would droop and awake he would startle over and over as he tried desperately to keep his 
mind and body awake. He tried to grasp on to the conversations that danced around him, his mind 
having a difficult time focusing, and it began to drift away before he was able to grasp any of them 
fully. He caught words like Hillichurl, or armory and even happier things like festival and fishing 
but he could not make heads or tails of the situation. 


His eyes drifted shut as she listened to the murmuring words of his companions. 
His breathing began to slow, evening out in the soft atmosphere. 


He felt warm and safe here in the healing air of Jeuyun Karst. The presence of Indarias sat an 
ominous power before him yes, but the soothing and strong powers of both Menogias and Bonanus 
seemed to wrap around in a cocoon of peace. 


He felt safe and he felt warm, and his mind began to fade further and further away from him. He 
peeled his eyes open, his gaze watching the swaying of the green grass and the butter yellow 
flowers as they bent in the breeze. 


His eyes closed once more. 
He drifted to the side, his head falling to rest against Menogias. 


The voices stopped for a moment before beginning again, quieter this time. Alatus’ body felt heavy 
as he dropped more and more of his weight against the geo yaksha. Menogias for his part took the 
sudden movement in stride, and loosened his shoulders, letting his body fall pliant in an effort to 
give Alatus a more comfortable pillow to rest against. 


Ever so slowly his breathing became deep and shallow. Menogias shifted, causing Alatus to drop 
further until his head was pillowed by the geo yakshas lap. He lifted a hand to rest at the side of the 
boy's face and rubbed a thumb gently over his temple in a soothing motion. 


“He’s asleep,” Bonanus whispered incredulously. “I don’t believe it” 


“Tt must be the fever,” Menogias commented, he looked to his sisters before him, voice soft and 
quiet. 


“Fever or not I’m glad. He was overdue for some good rest.” 


“Ts it so pertinent he sleeps? Why?” Indarias asked. She didn’t seem outright cruel when she spoke, 
but she didn't seem all that sympathetic either. 


“He has been ill recently,” Menogias explained to her, “Rex Lapis and lady Guizhong have been 
trying to get him to rest for a long while but to no avail.” 


Indarias did not deign a response to them, instead turning their conversation back to more 
lighthearted conversation. They spoke of their patrol and their trainings as well as made plans for 
an upcoming dinner with the yakshas, mentioning how their juniors were so hard working they 
were deserving of a day off. All the while Alatus slumbered softly; he would mumble beneath his 
breath and even let loose a few small coos and little warbles in the depths of his slumber. One hand 
gripping the fabric of Menogias’s trousers. 


“He is awfully cute wouldn’t you say?” Bonanus giggled, as she took in the sight of the little bird 
curled up in her brother's lap. 


“No matter how cute his appearance be, it does not mean he is civil,” Indarias told to them. Her 


nose turned towards the sky. 


“Come now Indarias. Perhaps it time you look past the past and see what is before you now,” 
Menogias told her calmly. 


Indarias pouted at her brothers scolding and refused to look to him again. Instead turning her 
attention solely to Bonanus, asking after her morning. Menogias shook his head at her childishness 
and turned his gaze to the sleeping boy. He watched the gentle rise and fall of his chest, eyes 
tracing over the soft features of his face. The geo yaksha’s leg began to grow numb at the awkward 
positioning but he dares not move lest he wake the sleeping bird. 


“T think if you got to know him then you would come to really like him Inda. Why do you not even 
wish to try?” Bonanus’ pleading tone pulled Menogias from his musing and he turned once more to 
face his sisters. 


“T do not wish to know him, that is all,” Came Indarias reply. 

“But why? Give me a solid reason and I will cease my pestering. I promise you that.” 
“Because he has caused me injury, as well as Bosacius.” 

“T said a solid reason sister!” She scolded the pyro user, her gaze firm and unyielding. 


“That is a reason!” She argued back, her voice raising in anger. Alatus stirred and shifted, roused 
from the loud noises around him. Menogias shushed him gently, stroking his face softly in an 
attempt to ease the boy once more to slumber. 


“He has injured you in battle yes, but had he not fought back would you have killed him?” 
Menogias asked her, the timbre of his voice lowered to a whisper. 


“IT would have done what was needed in order for Rex Lapis to rein victorious,” She answered him, 
her voice was determined and cold. 


“Tt is the same for him. He fought for the glory of his God as have you,” He replied. “He has 
injured you just as you and Bosacius have him.” 


Menogias lifted Alatus’ shirt, exposing the expansive discolored scarring of a burn. It was large as 
it wrapped around his torso, the skin looked rather waxy, intersecting the thick bubbling scar 
where Morax’s spear pierced him. Indarias looked to the scar, her mouth twitching downward for a 
moment. She thought of her own scar that split across the skin of her leg. It was healed now, 
merely a sliver of silver skin. 


“Nothing to say?” Bonanus asked her. 
“No,” She answered. “I have nothing left to say.” 


Alatus stirred again. His soft mumbles and warbles turned instead to gasping breaths and choking 
breaths. Menogias pet his hand through his hair, shushing his gently. Bonanus shifted to her knees 
so that she may be closer to the little bird. 


“A nightmare,” She whispered to her brother and Menogias nodded. “Perhaps it best we wake 
him?” 


Menogias tapped at the boys’ shoulders and at his cheek attempting to rouse the boy but he still he 
slept on. Bonanus spoke to him, encouraging him to wakefulness and he ignored her attempts. 


His breathing picked up faster still, until he was breathing faster than his lungs could manage, the 
breath whistling in his throat. Menogias shook his shoulder harder and still the boy slept, 
whimpering under the pressing weight of his nightmare. 


“Time to wake now little bird,” Bonanus said urgently. She placed her hand to his forehead and let 
her power pulse through him. 


Alatus woke with a broken scream, jumping away from the trio. He stumbled into the grass his 
chest heaving. All around him he looked; his eyes were wide and unseeing. Bonanus approached 
him slowly her eyes raised where he could see them and lowered herself to the ground a good 
distance from him still. 


“Little bird can you hear me?” 


Alatus’ whipped around until his eyes trained entirely in her. His pupils were nothing more than pin 
pricks. He snarled at her; his teeth bared. 


“Tt’s alright, you are safe. You are alright,” She whispered to him. She shuffled closer to him, and 
he growled louder as he backed away. 


“BO!” Indarias shouted to her, “You need to get away from him, he’s dangerous as I have told 
you!” 


“Bo, she may be right in this case,” Menogias warned her, “He doesn’t see you as you, back 
away.” 


Bonanus stood slowly at her brethren's words, taking small, measured steps backwards, her hands 
still raised in peace. She held Alatus’ gaze she dares not look away when his psyche is as broken as 
it is. Her foot stepped on a twig, snapping it beneath her weight. Alatus growled, his body seeming 
to tighten in preparation. 


“Tt’s alright, I will not harm you,” She whispered to Alatus, moving away from him still. 


“BO!” Indarias shouted to her sister, moving forward quickly to grasp the hydro yaksha by her 
bicep and pulling her quickly back. The sudden movement caused Alatus to lunge forward, 
swiping at the skin of Bonanus’ face, missing by nothing more than a hairs breadth. He growled, 
animalistic in his rage, anemo swirling around his feet. 


Menogias was quick to intersect the enraged adeptus crushing him against his chest. Alatus howled 
as he struggled against the massive bulk of the geo yaksha. 


“Peace!” Menogias said, his voice strained at he wrestled the boy, moving further away from the 
two women so that they did not get caught in the crossfire. Alatus was screaming, and thrashing, 
gales of pure anemo energy swirling around him, whipping Menogias’ hair in his face. “Indarias! 
Fetch the aid of Rex Lapis!” Menogias called out to his sister who vanished in a swirling flame, 
quick to heed her brothers calling. 


Alatus threw his head backwards, his skull colliding with the solid mass of Menogias’ chest. His 
hands flexed and wiggled at his side, reaching up to scratch at the yakshas arms, tearing at the 
fabrics of his robes. Menogias whispered to him, hoping his voice to reach him in his darkest 
moments. 


Rex Lapis appeared before them in a golden light, Indarias by his side. His brow was furrowed as 
he took in the scene before him. He was quick to Menogias side, pulling the flailing and thrashing 
boy from his arms and locking him down once more. 


“What happened?” He demanded as he looked to his three trusted yaksha. 


“He was asleep my lord,” Menogias said, “He was in the throes of a nightmare and when he 
awoke...” 


“He attacked Bonanus!” Indarias cried to him. 


Morax grunted as Alatus slammed his elbow roughly into his side, and he turned his gaze to the 
hydro yaksha who stood there worrying at her fingers. 


“He didn’t know it was me,” Bonanus defended him, “He doesn’t know where he is. He dreams of 
Azlin, that is what he told me earlier.” 


Alatus screamed. A dark energy encasing him, it seemed to slither around his arms, choking 
around his throat and ghosting across his chest. The energy was hot, burning across Morax’s skin 
as he held the boy strong to his chest. Alatus wiggled his hands free from Morax’s crushing cage 
and reached up to claw blunt nails across his own face. Menogias rushed forward, grabbing his 
hands and holding them tightly within his grasp. 


He gasped at the burn of karma. 


Morax swore beneath his breath and began to send rhythmic pulses of energy through Alatus’ 
body. The power was not strong in any sense, he did not wish to cause the boy harm but needing 
him to wake up all the same. Alatus gasped and screamed at the influx of energy trying in vain to 
squirm away. 


Eventually, his screams gave way to nothing more than heaving breaths and the karma began to 
recede. Alatus’ skin was an inferno and sweat plastered his hair to his forehead and neck. 


“Are you back with us?” Morax said to him, his deep voice rumbled in his chest causing vibrations 
to echo through Alatus’ frame. He groaned, choking back a whimper. 


“Little bird?” Bonanus whispered to him. 


Alatus keened high in his throat and pushed against Morax’s chest, trying in vain to put distance 
between them. His arms shook and he didn’t get very far until he was falling forward again, his 
face pressed to the Gods chest. 


Alatus coughed which quickly turned into a choking gag. Morax furrowed his brow, a frown 
twisting on his lips. He pushed Alatus upright so that he may gaze upon his face. The boys’ skin 
was pale and sweaty, his eyes still holding a hazy sheen. He gagged again, and inhaled a choking 
breath and coughed out, the sound stuttered out through his nose. 


“My lord?” Indarias asked. She had put a bit of distance between herself and the boy so that she 
stood at the edge of that grassy hill. The waterfall was thundering in the background, no longer 
was it soothing in nature but booming in its ominous presence. 


Alatus keened again, his shoulder twitching. 
Morax’s eyes widened. 


“Release his hands!” He said to Menogias with an urgency he had never heard from his lord 
before, and the yaksha was quick to follow the order, the boys’ hands dropping lifeless to his side. 


He twitched again, keening and coughing. 


Morax maneuvered him until the boy lay prone against the grass, his head cushioned by the Gods 
forearm as he loomed over him. 


“My lord?” Menogias whispered. Morax ignored his call, his eyes trapped to the boy below him. 
Alatus twitched, his hands seeming to spasm as he clenched and unclenched his hand. Those two 
useless fingers trying in vain to curl with them. 


“Whatever happens, do not hold him down,” Morax warned to his yaksha, his voice hard and 
brimming with authority. 


“My lord, what-?” Bonanus began to say, only to be cut off by the little birds coughing groan. 


His body began to seize there on that grassy hill, his limbs twitching and locking, jerking 
movements causing his body to flail. His head slammed repeated into the firm flesh of Morax’s 
arm. He gagged, spit and drool dripping from the side of his lips, and they turned blue as his chest 
refused to take in the much-needed oxygen. 


Bonanus stood there, tears dripping from her chin, beside her Menogias stared in horror, his face 
seemingly carved from the stone of which he commands. Even Indarias who stood at the ledge of 
the hill looked ill. 


Slowly, Alatus once more began to calm the spasms lessening until they ceased all together. The 
ordeal seemed to last forever, when in reality it was less than a minute in its horror. He took in 
large heaving breaths, and Morax eased the boy over so that he rested on his side. The God left his 
hand to rest against Alatus’ cheek, his smallest finger hanging to rest against his neck, feeling the 
erratic pulse under his skin. 


“A fit?” Menogias whispered into the silence, pulling Bonanus against him. She turned to hide her 
tears in the draping fabrics of his robes. “Surely it was not caused by a nightmare?” 


“No, this I believe was a combination of his karma and that fever of his,’’ Morax intoned to the trio 
behind him, counting the beats of Alatus’ pulse. 


Still too fast. 
Alatus coughed, curling his legs up to his chest. 
“Are you with us?” Morax asked again. 


A soft sound played at Morax’s ears, and he glanced closer to the boy, who hid his face in shaking 
arms. His breath once erratic was now hitching. 


“Perhaps it best if you leave us,” Morax turned to the three yaksha, “Make Madame Ping aware of 
the situation and have her meet me at the adeptus’ room.” 


“But,” Bonanus said, turning her red rimmed eyes to the God. 


“There is not much we can do for him here,” Morax said to her, raising his hand, palm facing 
them. “Be off now, that’s an order.” 


The three yaksha disappeared in a swirl of color, red, gold and blue bleeding into each other. 
“They are gone now, it is... alright,” Morax whispered to the little bird. 


HIs hitching breath gave way to heartbreaking sobs, the sound was wet and thick in his throat, tears 


leaving tacky trails down his cheeks. Hs shoulder shuttered and his stomach clenched with the 
force of his sobs. 


Morax did not try to console the boy, simply let him be as he cried, his hand resting still against the 
skin of his cheek, still keeping count of that raging pulse. 


Still too fast. 


Chapter End Notes 


Daily Lamentations: 

1. I broke my stove, now I have to fix it and I don't want to cause I'm broke and lazy. 
But also, I love food, and I kind of need that stove ya'know. 

2. One of my client's peed on me at work. It was really rude, I thought we were going 
to have a good day! (We still did, it's fine) 

3. My cat stole my cookie. Very rude and ungentlemanly of him. 

4.) Lamentation number 2 sounds really bad. I work with animals...I promise. No 
humans are peeing on me. 
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I lack any and all time management skills. I was too preoccupied with exploring the 
islands in Genshin and playing BOTW that I lost track of everything. OOPS! 

It's fine, it's all written and ready to go now so, as always: 

Happy Reading! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Take Flight on Golden Wings 


When Alatus’ wracking sobs died away, he was left lying in the grass, Morax sitting beside him. 
The God was relaxed at first glance, yet he held a tension in his shoulders that gave away the 
uncomfortable anxiety that battled beneath his skin. The little bird was stiff, his muscles trembled 
from the excessive strain of the past few moments. His eyes were red rimmed and unseeing. 


“Shall we get back now?” Morax asked the boy, his tone was uncharacteristically soft 


Alatus shifted, raising slowly to sit before the God. He nodded his head softly, his fingers shifted 
in the grass, pulling up chunks absentmindedly. 


“Can you stand?” He asked the bird again. 


Alatus nodded again, but he did not turn to look at the man beside him. Morax raised an eyebrow 
at the lack luster responses. He seemed aware, but he looked and felt even more tired than Morax 
had ever seen him since he was first brought to reside at the assembly. The God of Contracts 
sighed before getting to his feet reaching his hand down to the boy, in an effort to aid him. 


Alatus stared at the hand uncomprehending for a moment before he swallowed and reached a 
shaking hand to place in the warm palm of Morax. When the Warrior God moved his fingers to 
wrap tightly around the trembling hand of the little bird, he could not help but notice how his own 
palm dwarfed the boys in comparison. He could not remember the boy being as incredibly small as 
he was right now. 


Alatus seemed to stumble much more than normal when he was pulled to his feet. As if his body 
was unable to fight the gravity that pushed against it. Morax was quick to steady him, a hand 
placed gentle to his chest so that he did not over balance completely. 


When at last he had his feet firmly beneath him, Morax let his power envelope the both of them, 
and took them far from that grassy hill beside the waterfall. They ended up in the middle of the 
little birds' room when the glowing power dissipated, the little bird tripping and leaning his slight 
weight against Morax, as he lacked the strength to hold himself up on his own. 


Madame Ping was standing in the middle of the room; her face was stern and a worried look 
echoed in her eyes and she frowned at the two beings once they were completely and fully there. 


"On the bed with you now, quickly," she said, ushering Alatus to sit. 


The little bird was quick to comply. Or perhaps, as quick as he was able on unsteady feet. He was 


rather slow, and his body trembled something fierce. Morax walked slightly beside him, his hand 
resting on Alatus' elbow in case he was to stumble or fall. When at last he made it to the softness of 
his bed, he seemed to sink into it. His eyes closing in what could only be relief. 


Madame Ping was beside him in an instant. She lifted his eye lids, checking his pupils which now 
seemed far too large. She tsk'd at the size but moved on regardless in her evaluation of the bird. 


She felt his skin, checking the fever that, though has dulled since the fit, was still quite high. She 
pulled and bent his limbs, to which Alatus could not help but let out a few keening moans at the 
movement. His joints were stiff, and despite the exhaustion that clung to him, he resisted their 
movements quite valiantly. 


Her fingers were pressed firmly into the pulse point of his wrist, counting quietly each beat that 
pulsed against her. His heartrate had slowed considerably from the beating war drum it was only 
moments before, and Ping seemed satisfied with its slow beat and moved on, this time pulling and 
pinching at the skin of his fingers. 


Morax thought the notion was strange. What exactly was the reason to check his skin? This 
perhaps, is the reason he is not sought out in terms of medical aid, as the most he is able is perhaps 
the cleaning and wrapping of wounds. 


Ping watched the skin she had pinched together. It seemed, to stand upright for a moment, not 
stretching back into its normal place. Ever so slowly, the pinched skin began to move back to 
place, until it was once more stretched across the bone of his fingers. She frowned at the sight, and 
pinched the skin of another finger, getting the same results still. 


"He is dehydrated," she said. "His pupils are dilated, which does coincide with what Menogias has 
reported, however with how long it was between the time of seizure, and when he was brought to 
me, well, enough time has passed that the eyes themselves should have gone back to normal sizes." 


“He was distressed, I did not think it wise to move him so quickly in such a state,” Morax told her, 
in an attempt to prove his innocence in the matters. 


Ping shook her head and sent a sad smile towards the old dragon. 


“Worry not, you did what was right,” She told him, “Moving him too quickly when he shows clear 
signs of unrest may have resulted in another fit. That in itself would have been most dangerous.” 


“Aside from that, he does not appear to be in the most awful of states,” she explained to them, her 
hair petting soothingly into Alatus’ hair. “He is stiff, which is normal after seizures such as that, 
and should fully recover within a few days. His heartrate is normal, and he appears cognizant. All 
things considered I am quite happy with how he looks.” 


“But?” Prompted Morax, knowing he did not imagine the distaste as she examined the adeptus. 


“But the dehydration and dilation are concerning,” she told them. “His water intake should be 
increased. Any form of dehydration can cause illness to worsen. And his pupils themselves should 
have begun returning to their original size.” 


“What could be causing it?” 


“Difficult to say. The brain is complex, and as such, this is an issue that will either resolve itself, or 
could be indictive of some form of brain injury,” Madame Ping explained, her voice was grim as 
she gave her verdict. 


“Injury?” Morax intoned to the older adeptus, “Forgive me, I don’t recall him hitting his head too 
severely to warrant injury?” 


“Physical injury I am afraid is not always the cause,” she said to him. “How long did the fit last?” 
“T am unsure, I did not count it,” he said to her, and Ping frowned. 


“In future cases, be sure to time the fit. The longer a seizure goes on, the hotter the brain runs, 
which is what causes the damage I was mentioning. If you had to give me an estimate time, what 
would you say?” 


“Less than a minute,” he told her, and Ping hummed. She lifted his eye lids again and brought a lit 
candle to hover near his eyes. The pupil contracted slightly, and when she pulled the light away, it 
returned to its over blown size. 


“There is some reaction at least.” 


“Apologizes, I’m afraid I don’t quite understand what you mean when you say his brain 
overheated,” Morax questioned her, his face was scrunched slightly. The wrinkle of his nose and 
the slight down tick of his brow giving way to his confusion. 


Ping hummed as she thought a moment on the best way to describe the workings of the brain 
during any type of seizure. 


“You have been with Guizhong when she works in her laboratory correct?” 
“Yes, I have.” 


“The brain functions rather in the same way a machine does. When the machine runs in a normal 
way, it gives off a slight heat the brain works in much the same way. This same heat that the brain 
produces, keeps our bodies at their optimal temperatures,” She looked to Morax, making sure he 
was still following her explanation. He nodded to her, and she returned it before continuing. 


“However, if you’ ve ever been with her when a machine begins to malfunction, the machine in 
question begins to run foo hot, emitting steam, and generally causing damage to its internal 
workings. Gui is always quick to stop those machines, before the damage becomes too great.” 


“Alright?” The God said, his eyes crossed over his broad chest, and he moved to sit on the chair 
beside the bed. 


“The brain works in much the same way. If there is an event that causes the brain to malfunction as 
it were, then it gets too hot. When the brain gets too hot for too long it begins to cause damage 
internally as well, and parts of it start dying off. However, unlike a machine, if parts of the brain 
become damaged, we cannot repair it.” 


“Ah yes, I can see how that would construe with not good,” the God said, his head tilted to the side 
in thought. 


“That is the most underwhelming response,” Ping said to him, shaking her head in exasperation. 
“Never you mind you old dragon, at the very least you understand the severity.” 


Morax groaned softly at the teasing tone and brought his attention back to Alatus who had opened 
his eyes to stare at his elders. Ping turned to him with a saccharine smile that betrayed the fear and 
unrest that burned in her irises. 


“How are you feeling dearie?” She asked to the little bird, letting her hand rest gentle against his 
cheek. 


“Mm, this one....”” Alatus stumbled over his words, they slurred together, and his thought trailed off 
before he was able to finish. He spoke as if his tongue took up too much space in his mouth, and if 
his jaw was impossible to move. HIs eyes were frightened at his sudden lack of speech, and he 
seemed to shrink in on himself. 


“We’ll stick to yes or no for now then.” Pings said reassuringly, hoping to ease the tension that was 
beginning to rise in the boys’ shoulders. 


“Are you in any pain,” 
Alatus shook his head. 


Although, this was subject to be incorrect, as the little bird had a nasty habit of hiding or 
downplaying injury. A condition trained to him by Azlin no doubt. 


“Can you move your fingers and limbs,” 
Alatus nodded and proceeded to move his joints as to prove his honesty. 


They went back and forth a few times, asking and answering until Ping was satisfied that the boy 
was well and functioning. She told him she would be back in a few hours to check the dilation of 
his eyes once more, she had suggested perhaps it would benefit him to take a rest after such a 
harrowing experience, to which Alatus shook his head vehemently. Ping gave up the argument 
rather quickly at the boys' fear and the subtle shake of Morax’s head, she bound Alatus to bedrest 
for the rest of the day, and bid him a good afternoon, herding the Warrior God out with her. 


When the pair had made their way from the room, they took notice to Cloud Retainer, who had 
taken up roost on the roof of the little bird's room. The illuminated beast bowed to her lord, and 
Morax bowed his head to her in turn. Seeing as the boy was not left completely alone, the two 
made their way up to the dining pavilion. 


“T am surprised I did not to arrive to Gui in the midst of a breakdown,” Morax mused as the pair 
made their way up the stone steps. 


“You might still. She is waiting for our arrival after all.” Ping told him, “I had quite the debate 
with her. I know she means well; her heart is nothing short of golden, yet I worry her worry might 
have been overwhelming.” 


Morax did not offer a response. It was not unknown how deeply the God of Dust loved. She was 
well meaning and beautiful in everything she does. From picking radishes with the assembly 
farmers, to leading entire platoons in battle, Guizhong was compassionate and strong. Her power 
gave power, and in turn the power of her people rose her even higher on the celestial planes. She is 
strong, and she loves deeply. However, that love can, in the wrong situations, cause more harm 
than good. 


When they arrived at the pavilion, there was a bit of a crowd. The three yaksha who bore witness to 
the event, as well as the aforementioned God. 


Bonanus was attempting to calm Guizhong’s frazzled state. She was whispering soft words, her 
hand resting against her shoulder. It was rather ineffective however, seeing as the hydro yaksha 
seemed just as rattled as the God she attempted to console. She chewed on the tip of her free claw; 
eyes pinched in concern. 


Guizhong in turn was frantic in her movements. She was twisting the fabric of her hanfu, and 
pulling at the ends of her hair in rapid succession. She did not even seem aware of Bonanus 
attempts at consolation, too lost to worry. 


Menogias stood sentinel near the back of the dining area. He was leant against a stone column his 
head tucked down to his neck. His arms were crossed against his broad chest, and his breathing 
was steady. To anyone, the yaksha seemed calm and unbothered, yet every few moments his foot 
would tap with impatience. 


Indarias, however was the one most confusing in her actions. She looked rather ill still. Her face 
was sickly, and she held a steaming cup of tea in her hands. She did not smile but nor did she 
frown. Aside from the pallor of her normally rich skin, she looked relatively unbothered almost at 
ease resting at a stone table. 


When the pair of adepti stepped on to the stone grounds Guizhong was quick to her feet, knocking 
Bonanus’ hand from her shoulder. She met the pair quickly, her hands clenched upwards against 
her chest, lip trapped between teeth. 


“How is he?” She asked hurriedly, not even bothering to greet the pair. Morax raised his hand to 
hover before her face. 


“Peace my lady,” he said to her gently. “He is back at his room now, nothing too threatening as of 
now. Retainer keeps watch, should something happen, we shall know.” 


“That is not reassuring at all you know!” She argued back to the man. Morax shook his head to her, 
and placed a hand against her lower back, guiding her back to the table. The other adepti bowed 
their heads to him in respect, and he to them. 


Ping took over then, explaining what the medical evaluation granted. Which, admittedly, was not 
much. Bonanus and Menogias looked to each other and began to recount what had happened at the 
hill. The group listened rather somber to the tale and looked to one another at the mention of the 
raging karma that was ultimately what lead to such an outcome. 


Karma is not something new or unheard of to the group that sat around that table. The three yaksha 
that sat around the table carried their fair share of it, yet the karma they bore was rather minimal. 
Though gained through the nuo dance, it was spread out across the entirety of their group of 
warriors. Leading Generals as well as their junior shared some weight of the karma, yet the amount 
that seemed to well inside of Alatus was worrying. 


“T am afraid I don’t understand what cause such an influx of the Karma. He can’t go from nothing 
to... well to that,” Bonanus said, her lips pulled to a frown. 


“He has always bore that karma, it was always large and encompassing, just boiling and writhing 
beneath his skin,’ Morax said slowly, as if searching the words, “That adeptus is rather...good at 
pushing that karma down. It is not a question of when he gained it but more to the lines of when he 
lost control of it.” 


“Well, the karma first began to leak after he was returned from Azlin’s domain,” Ping said, 
recalling the moment the boy flashed away from her, the glowing green of anemo energy 
intertwined and woven with black and burning karma. 


“Tt is possible that the awful dwelling of Azlin caused it. I had never set foot in such a desolate and 
haunting place. Being there was like being devoid of happiness,” Guizhong whispered to the 
group. She sounded lost, as if she was drowning in the sorrows of her memories of that dank and 


rotting place. 


“The possibility is high. Azlin ordered his consumption of dreams. Consuming these dreams 
causes fake emotions of happiness and glee to radiate within the consumer's body; that is why it is 
so addictive in nature. However, this also causes the mind to fall. They are so consumed in their 
hunt to consume that their spirit and vitality begins to fade away.” Morax explained to the group 
before him. 


“So, his dream eating caused it?” Menogias questioned his lord. 


“T think perhaps it is not so much the dream eating that cause it, but rather the consequences of it.” 
He said, “There were many lost souls in that place when we retrieved him, and there were many 
lost souls still when we first met Azlin for battle. They have always been there, and I can surmise 
that many of them were people who lost their lives to this dream eating and having the boy so 
vulnerable in their midst it would have been easy for him to hear their anguish. This is possibly 
what caused that slip on control.” 


“Why has it been then, he has not lost that control until now?” the geo yaksha asked in turn. 


“A curious question indeed,” Muttered the god, his chin held aloft between two fingers in thought. 


“Can we not ease it the way that myself and the others do?” Bonanus asked quietly. “Surely, 
something that he enjoys will aid him in resisting that darkness.” 


The group looked around to each other. An air of uneasiness seemed to waft around them heavily. 
It is, after all, one thing to identify and issue, yet another issue entirely to solve them. As of right 
now, the aspect of karma is nigh impossible to treat. There is just too little that can quell the karmic 
rage of Gods deceased. Meditations and fun aren’t quite enough to push back the wave of grief and 
regret. 


“The problem, child, is just how overwhelming his karma is. If we do not find a way for him to 
control it, and to ease it so he may not... well, the outcome would not be grand in any case,” Ping 
explained to her, her voice grim. 


“He will die you mean,” Menogias whispered. Guizhong clenched her hands to fists at the 
statement, and bit hard to the inside of her cheek. 


“Yes, he will die.” She intones sadly. 


“Do you think, perhaps, that dream eating was what aided him in resisting the karmic burn?” 
Guizhong whispered amongst the crowd. They shifted uneasily in their seats at the mention. 


“Even if it was, the act of devouring dreams is forbidden,” Morax said to her. His voice was stern 
as he looked to his partner. 


“T know. I know that, but what if we found a way to imitate them?” She suggested. 


“How would we?” Indarias asked, her voice wasn’t condescending by any right, but she also spoke 
with an air of disbelief. As if happiness could be recreated. 


Guizhong did not reply, just shook her head sadly. She mumbled under her breath whispered words 
to herself of how she can achieve just that. Recreated happiness, surely the possibility must be 
there. She would ask the little bird, she decided. If he can describe it well enough, perhaps she can 
make it close enough to trick his mind. 


“Would it be feasible to create a medication that can treat the symptoms of karma?” Menogias 
asked, his brow furrowed at the thought. 


“T have never attempted such a thing,” Ping said to him. “Perhaps Retainer, and our esteemed Gods 
may offer their assistance in this endeavor.” 


The two aforementioned Gods nodded their heads in consent and so the conversations continued. 
The group went back and forth with the issue of the little bird, making plans and figuring out 
solutions, and yet, at the end they were no closer to helping him in any way. How tragic the life of 
the adeptus, and how tragic that they were unable to aid him. 


Back at the room, Alatus began to fidget growing antsy at the constant sitting and waiting. He 
looked to the window and listened to the conversation that floated through from the village. There 
was nothing that really garnered his attention for more than a brief moment, and he grew anxious 
the longer he sat. His body was still stiff and sore, and his eyes felt uncomfortably itchy. 


He wanted nothing more than to leave this suffocating room and sit outside amongst the nature. He 
made his way from the bed, sliding off until his bare foot touched the worn wood below. He took 
shuffled steps to the window, peering out across the village. People milled about laughing with one 
another, and children raced each other through the streets. The carefree nature of the peoples of the 
assembly caused an ache to nestle itself in his heart. 


Alatus could not help the noxious thoughts that raced through his mind. Why was it that he was 
made to suffer? what has he done to deserve the pain that life seemed so adamant to throw at him? 
Why was he so unlucky? To suffer in a life that he did not desire, and he was left to the 
consequences. 


He was so lost in his thoughts he failed to notice his surroundings, more so the blue and white 
crane that flew down from the roof. He jumped back as her beady eye locked on to him. He 
stuttered down to a bow, keeping his eyes downcast. 


“This one apologizes Honorable Cloud Retainer,” Alatus muttered. 


“The little bird need not apologize. This one is at fault for the startle. This one has noticed you at 
the window and your appearance is most melancholy. This one came to see if one may offer their 
assistance.” 


“This one is restless,” muttered Alatus, still refusing to make eye contact with the bird. 
“What does one want to do to rectify such a conundrum?” 


“Mm-Mm, Rex Lapis and Madame Ping has placed this one on bed rest,” He said ‘bed rest’ as if it 
has caused him personal grief, and Retainer could not help the small little chuckle that built in her 
throat. “This one is to stay here.” 


“Perhaps one may sit outside. One is still within their confines of bed rest, yet the air would not be 
so suffocating,” Retainer suggested to him her wings spreading out around her. Alatus could not 
help but stare at them in awe. 


Cloud retainer looked to him with a knowing gaze. Keeping her wings outstretched for longer than 
strictly necessary and at the same time preened under the attention her wings garnered. 


Alatus scrunched his face at the suggestion and turned around to look at his bed. An 


uncomfortable feeling settled in his being at having to sit in that bed any longer, and yet the 
thought of going against his orders was even more of a terrifying thought indeed. He looked once 
more to Cloud Retainer, who tilted her head to his in consideration. 


“Perhaps, one would feel more at ease if this one was to join?” 


Alatus hesitated for a moment, looking once more back to the bed. When his gaze again returned to 
the adeptus at the window he gave her the smallest of nods. Cloud Retainer trilled and made her 
way to the front of the building, Alatus staring after her as she finally settled herself outside his 
door, her wings tucked in tight. The boy made his way slowly to the hanging curtain and pushed it 
aside with shaking hands. He settled down a respectful distance from the crane and pulled his 
knees to rest against his chest his forehead to his knees. 


Already, Alatus felt as if he could breathe easier outside the suffocation of four bare walls. It is not 
as if Alatus is ungrateful to the room that he had so graciously been provided. Quite the contrary, 
never before has he been gifted something so wonderful. But this little bird has spent century upon 
century locked away between four walls and he wanted nothing more than to be free of the 
confines. 


“How are one's wings?” Cloud Retainer asked him, turning her head to the side so she may see him 
clearly. 


“This one's wings are well. They are beginning to itch.” He said to her, his back flexing at the 
thought of his wings, a phantom itch tingling across his skin. 


“The feeling comes from the start of pins; one should be happy that one’s feathers are coming in.” 


“Yes, this one is... happy,” He whispered. He truly did mean it; his voice radiated the awe that he 
felt at the healthy and fullness of his wings. 


They did not speak much, or perhaps it would suffice to say Alatus did not speak much. Cloud 
Retainer regaled him with many stories. Majority of them centered around a young woman named 
Ganyu, who Alatus was told aided him after the battle with Hyrils army, yet he could not 
remember much from that battle aside from the battle itself. He listened to her, nodding and 
humming when appropriate and just seemed to enjoy the gentle breeze that floated through the 
village. 


Alatus was very aware of the villager’s stares. They didn’t look for long, yet they glanced at him as 
they went about their day. He was uncomfortable against their scowls and glaring eyes, yet he 
made no attempt to return to the room. He was used to venomous gazes, regardless of where he 
may be, he garners hatred. He took the small blessing that they did not stick around in their scorn. 


A young man seemed to break away from the crowd and made his way over to Cloud Retainer and 
the little bird. Alatus tensed, his shoulders locking in anticipation. Beside him, Retainer lifted her 
gaze to the young man, and stared at him with a steady gaze. The man stopped to stand before the 
crane and bowed to her in respect. 


“Yaksha Pervases, well met I am to assume?” Retainer said to him in greeting. The man smiled at 
her; his cheek dimpled with his smile. 


“Yes of course,” the man, Pervases, said in turn. “I have been looking for Lady Guizhong actually. 
I have the report she asked me to gather. Nothing to pressing, everything is within its normal 
parameters. I just figured it would be appropriate to hand it off to her sooner rather than later.” 


“Ah, it is most unfortunate indeed then. She is currently in meeting with Rex Lapis and your 
superior officers. This one does not know when she will be available. 


“Ah, I had not heard of any meeting. I wonder what has come up. Nothing to horrid I hope,” his 
face was open in happiness, as if he was unbothered in life. 


“Tt is regards to this adeptus. Nothing to concern oneself over.” 


“Ah, Lady Azlins adeptus. I apologize for neglecting our introduction, it was not my attention I 
assure you,” he said, turning to look at the boy who sat rigid beside Cloud Retainer. “I am 
Pervases, a junior yaksha under the tutelage of General Musatas.” 


“General...Musatas?” Alatus asked, looking to Cloud Retainer for guidance, she chuckled at his 
bewildered expression. 


“He refers to Indarias,” she told him. The boy nodded and turned once more to look at the junior 
yaksha. 


Alatus seemed to gauge Pervases, his eyes roaming about him in his scrutiny. He could feel the 
same power he felt from Bonanus and Menogias, yet it was smaller somehow. It did not shroud 
around the junior yaksha like it did the seniors, but instead seemed to graze about him. Dancing 
softly beneath his skin and sitting in the hollows of his bones. 


“This one is honored to have met you,” Alatus said, his voice was steady, yet his hands shook at 
the introduction. 


“The feeling is most mutual,” He said, bowing to the little bird, “Have you been excluded from this 
meeting because they discuss your punishment?” Pervases asked. 


“Yaksha Pervases!” Cloud Retainer called out in outrage and the junior jumped at the sudden 
reprimand. 


“Ah, apologies. I was not aware that he was to be left in the dark,” Pervases bowed low at the 
waist. 


“Punish...ment..?” Alatus said. His voice trembled as he turned his gaze to Retainer. The boys' eyes 
were wide with fear. The pupils had gotten smaller since Ping had first checked them, yet now they 
seemed to disappear completely; swallowed by the bright gold of his iris. Cloud Retainer sighed, 
turning her attention solely to the yaksha. 


“Leave us,” she said, her voice offering no room for argument. Pervases bowed to her wide eyed 
before scurrying away from the pair. 


“This one does not understand,” Alatus pleaded to the crane, “This one does not know what one 
has done.” His breath hitched. 


“They discuss not your punishment, they discuss on how to aid your recovery,” Retainer said, 
hoping to sway the boy away from such a conversation. 


“But this one is still to expect a punishment,” Alatus said, he was huddled down, his arms wrapped 
around his legs. His knuckles were white with the grip of on his biceps. He was tensed, body 
locked so tightly he was unable to even tremble. 


“Yes, you will eventually receive punishment for the happenings of the last battle. However, the 
only thing one must concern themselves with is ones’ well-being. Worry not,” she said to him, and 


Alatus swallowed thickly. He opened and closed his mouth a few times, as if her was attempting to 
speak yet his voice seemed caught, choking on the apprehension that roiled in his gut. 


“This one is to receive punishment, for not protecting the soldiers of the assembly?” Alatus 
questioned, his voice was so quiet it almost got lost in the murmuring cacophony of the villagers. 


“No, one has broken the contract one has signed with Rex Lapis. Repercussions are to be 
expected.” 


“No,” Alatus whispered, shaking his head sharply. “No, this one has not defiled the contract. Do 
not attack, no weapons, fight when ordered, back by sundown, do not leave the assembly. This one 
has followed all the rules that the Honorable Rex Lapis has set.” He was frantic in his explanation, 
his nails biting in to the flesh of his arms, blood beading up around his fingertips. 


“No, one has abandoned the assembly post battle. The contract was indeed broken.” Retainer said 
to him calmly, adjusting her wings so they settled more comfortably against her. 


Alatus shook his head harshly. 


“No, no. This one did not leave. This one is not allowed,” he told to her, voice shaking and broken. 


“Where then, if one is to be so bold to ask, has one gone after the battle?” 
“This one.... this one....” 

Alatus shut his eyes against images unbidden. 

His mind conjured up scenes of bloodstained stone and floating wisps of death. 
Empty echoing hallways. 

Rotting food and rotting corpses. 

A lonely and dark throne room with an equally dark and lonely throne. 
A God lay shattered against the ground. 

A dark hallway and a glowing flame. 

The icy touch of metal against his wrists. His ankles. 

The overbearing and encompassing threat of four suffocating walls. 


Alatus shook his head harshly, releasing the grip of his arms to tug tightly at his hair. He gripped 
tight near his scalp and pulled until his felt the stinging sensation radiate. Cloud Retainer squawked 
loudly and pecked harshly at the boys’ hand and he let go quickly at the pinching sensation. 


He stood quickly in his panic, stumbling and falling into a messy bow. He tripped backwards as he 
stood straight once more, falling harshly through that woven curtain, and back once more into the 
small room. The sun was blocked by woven threads and the boy's breath hitched. He curled up 
tightly on that floor, his wings burst forth from his back and wrapping around him in a cocoon. The 
downy grey was dotted with growing pins, making the adeptus resemble more of a baby porcupine 
rather than a bird. 


Cloud Retainer followed the little bird into the room, and gazed upon his huddled form. She could 


barely see the top of his head, just that small tuft of hair that stuck up stubbornly. His wings, 
lacking in feathers were unable to cover him adequately, his legs and feet still very much visible. 


Cloud Retainer took slow and measured steps towards the boy, tilting her head so she may look 
upon him clearly. She could see the small trembles that wracked his frame causing his wings to 
shiver. 


She cooed at him, pecking softly and that grey down. 
Alatus warbled sadly in response, and seemed to shuffle away from her. 


Cloud Retainer lay to the floor beside the boy, tucking her head beneath her wing, she cooed again. 
She needed to speak to Morax in regards to the yaksha’s blunder yet she thought, perhaps it could 
wait just a moment longer. 
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Take Flight on Golden Wings 


The sun had just begun to dip below the Horizon line when Madame Ping made her way back to 
the little bird. When she had pulled back the curtain, the smile that rested steady on her face fell 
away quickly. Cloud Retainer lifted her head from where it lay tucked beneath her wing to stare 
intently at the elder adeptus. 


Alatus sat in the middle of the floor, still hunched over and hugging at his knees. his wings still 
wrapped around him. They drooped a tad more, revealing his face partially, as he still lacked the 
strength to keep them tight and upright. The message of solitude and grief however were still very 
prevalent on his posture. 


Ping looked to Retainer in question, and the crane in turn motioned for the doorway. Madame Ping 
nodded and turned around the soft clicking of talons on hardwood following after her. 


The world outside the little birds’ room was a magnificent sight to behold. The sky was painted 
with pinks and deep oranges, the stars finally beginning to make themselves known once more. 
The streets, while normally bustling in the daytime began to quiet; People milled about still, 
whispered conversations and quiet laughter drifting between them. The air smelt crisp and light, 
the savory scent of a hearty soup mingling with the scent of the earth. Marchosius sat tending to 
the stove, a few of the elderly woman of the village helping out where they could. 


“What has happened?” Ping asked the Retainer. 


“T fear something has been revealed to one that was not meant to be. This one was too late to stop 
the utterance.” Cloud Retainer said. Her voice, while normally proud was set in solemnity. 


“And what, may I ask, was that something?” Ping was stern as she spoke, the image of the 
downtrodden boy vivid in her mind. It seems as if the world works hard to deny the little bird any 
sense of comfort at every turn. One step forward always appears to place him two steps back as it 
were. 


“The yaksha Pervases has made inquiry to why the young adeptus was excluded from your 
meeting. One asked if it was in discussion of the adeptus’ punishment for the violation of 
contract,” Retainer spoke quietly, keeping her voice low enough that Alatus might not hear from 
where he sat behind the curtain. 


“T see,” Ping trailed off in thought, “He is fearful of the punishments then. I do not believe Morax 


would do something drastic or harmful. Perhaps if we were to explain it would ease a bit of that 
fear.” 


“This one does not believe him to be fearful of the punishment. This one believes he is upset 
because he has broken contract, and one did not recall doing so,” said the crane. 


“He does not recall? Are you certain?” 


“This one is most certain. One had asked this one if the punishment was to receive was in regard to 
the soldiers lost to battle. This one had to explain that was not the case. One denied the accusations 
before one began to lose composure, then the young adeptus failed to react no matter to this one's 
probing's,” she said. 

“It was as we feared the, the dissociative state that he was retrieved in had negative effect on his 
memory.” 


“Ts the punishment to be waived then?” Retainer asked, shifting from foot to foot in an agitated 
sense of unease. 


“No...” Ping trailed off uncertainly. “Contract violations of any nature demand repentance. Aware 
or not he did violate his contract. All the same however, Morax had his end of the deal to hold up 
as well, the little bird, in all sense of the word was meant to heal in the protection of the assembly. 
It would appear that not the case either, seeing as he has received more injury than he arrived 
with.” 


“You speak of Morax receiving punishment as well?” 

“Yes, and I have known that old beast for a long time, I am sure he will rectify the situation as 
swiftly and painless as possible, for both parties,” Ping intoned quietly, bowing her head to the 
bird. “If you’ll excuse me, I must attend to him before the day is out.” 


“One hopes that you are correct in that assumption,” Cloud Retainer said as she trilled softly, and 
spread her wings in flight. Ping watched her disappear to the clouds that named her and returned 
once more to the adeptus’ room. 


He was still sat perfectly on the floor, wings around him. He did not shake nor tremble. No sound 
escaped him. The fallen bird appeared as if he was a stone statue, depicting the desecration of an 
illuminated one. 


“My, my,” Ping started as she walked back into the room, her footsteps light, “Your growing pins! 
You'll have a full set of beautiful feathers in no time at all!” She pushed cheer into her voice, 
hoping to draw the little bird from his closed off state. 


“Mountain Shaper says water can help with them, perhaps it would be nice to spend the day at 
Luhua Pool again, wouldn’t you agree?” 


Alatus heaved a great sigh, his shoulder rising and falling with the force of it, yet he made no move 
to lift his head from his arms. Instead, he seemed to crunch in further, tightening the grip of his 
hands and curling his toes so they scrapped against the wood. Ping moved closer to him and sat on 
the floor before him, she groaned quietly beneath her breath and reached her hand out to slowly 
and tenderly rest her fingers against his inky locks. He warbled at the contact and shuffled a bit 
closer to her. Ping smiled at him sadly and began to scratch at his scalp and soon enough she could 
feel him relaxing. 


“Would it be alright if I checked you over again dearie?” She whispered to him. Alatus didn’t 
answer her at first, and Ping did not push for one, instead she kept up the hypnotizing movement of 
her fingers through his hair and waited for his comfort. She felt the barest shake of his head 
beneath her hand, and she frowned sadly. 


No. She was not allowed to check him over once more. 


Ping accepted the refusal. She did not voice her displeasure, and she did not prod him further. 
Simply she sat, a steady rock of comfort in the sea of turmoil that rolled rampant through his veins. 


She would be here, should the little bird need her. 


When night had truly fallen, Menogias had arrived at the little birds' room, and relieved Ping of her 
watch duty. The Yaksha bid her a good evening and she made her way from the room and it to the 
streets. They were bare as Madame Ping make her way to the home of Morax and Guizhong. 


They opted not for a domain but a room amongst the common folk, for the Gods did not raise 
themselves higher than their people. She knocked twice sharply on the beautiful and intricate wood 
door and waited patient for an answer. 


Guizhong was the one to greet her. Her soft locks were let out of their extravagant bun and trailed 
to the floor the tips just barely scraping the wood. She wore only her silk night clothes and the 
exhaustion of the day. 


“Madame Ping, how unusual for you to visit so late. Is everything alright?” 


The positivity and happiness in the God of Dusts voice was misleading. Her eyes were 
apprehensive as she stepped back, allowing room for Ping to enter. What she really wanted to ask 
was more along the lines of is the little bird alright? 


“T come baring news, yet I fear it may not be of the pleasant variety,” Ping said as she stepped into 
the room. 


Morax sat at the low table, a dark orange robes rested against his shoulders, a dragon motif across 
the hem. Ping found it amusing, the dragon wearing dragons yet chose to keep the comment to 
herself; she did come for something rather important after all. He motioned to the empty seat 
across from his as Guizhong took the seat to his right. 


“There is a reason you have sought us out I presume?” Morax said. HIs hair was let loose from its 
tie to fall graceful about his shoulders, and his horns glowed amber in the starlight, he looked every 
part the God he was revered as. 


“Yes, it is in regard to the little bird,” She answered him. Guizhong sat upright in her seat, eyes 
sharp and attentive; whereas Morax merely raised a brow, prompting her to continue. 


“Tt would appear as if yaksha Pervases has let it be known that he was to receive punishment for 
the defiling of the contract,” Ping said. 


“T don’t understand. The little bird must have been aware that the contract was breached when he 
returned to Azlin's domain.” Morax said, tilting his head forward in thought. 


“No. In fact, he is not aware he left the assembly at all,”” Madame Ping replied. 


“Unawares?” Morax said his voice was rather incredulous despite his neutral face. “He was gone 
for four days; how would he be unawares. He went there, I don’t understand.” 


“He was very out of it when we found him,” Guizhong whispered, placing her hand to Morax’s 
bicep in an attempt to calm him. 


“Due to injury surely?” He replied. 


“Tt is... possible that his mind shut itself away as a form of protection,” Ping said, her chin held 
aloft between her fingers. 


“Shut itself away?” Guizhong asked her, leaning closer to her, weight supported by her elbows. 


“When someone becomes to overwhelmed, typically insighted with a notion of fear, their mind will 
shut itself away from the experience often times affecting actions and memory,” the old woman 
explained to the Gods. 


The two nodded in understanding and a tense silence blanketed around them. Guizhong stared 
intently at Morax who remained stubbornly turned from her gaze, Ping feeling the tension 
beginning to build between them, stood from the table and excused herself, bowing at the door as 
she left. 


“You can glare at me all you want my lady, it does not change the outcome,” he said to her, 
refusing still to meet her gaze. 


“Li, if he wasn’t even aware of the broken contract then how can you justify punishment?” 


“A contract was broken none the less. And how are we to know when his memory becomes hazy? 
I am sorry, but it must be done.” 


“You are cruel.” 


“T am fair,” he told to her evenly. “If I let him slide than I too must let others. I know it makes you 
angry and you are upset but this is my duty and I must uphold it.” 


Guizhong pursed her lips in anger and stood quickly. 


“Goodnight Morax,” she said to him stiffly and made her way to the bed and sliding in beneath 
embroidered sheets. She extinguished the candle that flickered and danced beside the bed, leaving 
the room much darker than it was moments before. The glow of Morax’s horns seemed to intensify 
and he sighed at the reaction. 


“Goodnight, my lady,” he said to her quietly, 


Morax did not sleep that night, as the blackness dragged slowly, he sat at that low table lost in 
thought and deep in meditations. When the sun first began to peek above the mountains, he made 
his way from the room and began the short walk to the young adeptus’ room. He knew it wrong to 
leave Guizhong as he has, yet he knew had she been there the punishment would be hindered in 
some form or another, and in return would result in a punishment unfulfilled. 


He passed very few villagers on his walk, only the farmers tended to wake so early in the morning 
after all. He nodded to each that he passed but did not linger any longer than was necessary. When 
at last he arrived at the small room, he knocked on the wooden siding before moving back the 


drape and entering the room. 


Alatus was sat on the floor, his back pressed against the side of the bed this time, he was wrapped 
in the thinnest of sheets instead of his wings. When he looked upon Morax’s form, was quick to 
throw himself once more to bow, head pressed harshly to the wood, and hands fisted near his ears. 
He did not shake, no trembles or whines. He sat prone and unmoving, his back rising and falling 
steady with each breath. If Morax did not know any better, he would say the boy was unafraid. Yet, 
the tenseness of his shoulders spoke volumes to the turmoil within. 


“You needn’t bow,” He grumbled down to the boy, and Alatus peered up at him beneath his eye 
lashes. Morax nodded to him and took a seat upon the floor as well. Alatus sat back slowly until he 
rested on his knees, his face lost to confusion. 


“T thank you for your time General Kapisas, you are dismissed,” Morax said to Menogias who sat 
meditative at the back of the room. The yaksha stood and bowed low to his lord before leaving, 
making sure to ruffle Alatus’ hair as he walked past. 


Alatus stared at Morax, clenching his jaw in preparation and fear. “This must be in regard to the 
punishment’ Alatus thought, picking at the fabric of his shirt. 


“T have a feeling you already know why I am here then?” Morax said to him, his voice was deep 
and open. 


“Yes, this one is to receive punishment for one's blatant disregard to one's contract.” Alatus said 
quietly. 


“T do not believe I would call in a blatant disregard,” the God said to him, “Perhaps an oversight. 
On both of our parts it would appear.” 


“This one does not understand.” 


“T signed a contract to see you healed, instead you’ ve garnered even more injury which in turn puts 
me in violation of our contract. In hindsight so see you healed and to make you fight are rather 
contradictory and for that I apologize for my grievous mistake,” He explained to the young boy. 
Alatus’ face scrunched rather comically before he shook his head. 


“Gods do not make mistakes,” he mumbled more to himself, but the hearing gifted to Morax 
ensured he heard it anyway. 


“T think you will find that any species, being, or peoples are subject to error on some occasion. No 
one is fallible after all.” 


“You are here to give this ones’ punishment?” Alatus asked him, his face was tucked down, so he 
was not looking to the God. He asked the question with resignation. It was not so much will he be 
punished, instead it was what was to be his punishment. 


“Yes, I think I have come up with a solution that would work well for both of us,” Morax said his 
eyes steady to the boy, “Shall we?” 


Alatus nodded as he stood, following exactly six paces behind Morax. The village was a bit more 
alive this time, more people milling about. Many of them stopped to bow to Morax, whispered 
prayers in the name of Rex Lapis floated about their ears. A few stared unabashed at the young 
adeptus trailing behind, and some still sent about angry glares and irritated scoffs. The little bird 


tucked his head down, watching his feet as he walked attempting in vain to block the hatred. 


They took the downtrodden path through the village, and eventually came to the edges of the 
village houses. Morax guided Alatus to a large, open face building; the edges were charred black 
and there was a worn and scratched table that acted as a fourth wall. Various half tempered 
weaponry scattered about the building, hanging on walls and sitting on tables. 


At the very back was a rack of swords, the hilts were well worn, and the blades were dull and 
dusty. Morax lead the boy into the open-air building and made a bee line to the weapon rack. He 
reached a hand into a leather bag nailed to the wall and pulled out two whetstones, and two files. 
They have been worn down slightly, but they were still usable given their ware and age. 


“T trust you know how to sharpen a blade?” The God asked handing him the tools. Alatus took 
them with unsure hands, giving a small nod in answer. “Good, let us begin then.” 


Morax took a seat on a worn stool, pulling a blade free from the rack he placed the blade 
downward and began to run the file down the edges of the blade at a bit of an angle. The sound 
produced was screeching and Alatus shivered at the assault on his ears. Morax turned to him with a 
raised brow, motioning to the empty stool beside him. The little bird startled and was quick to take 
the proffered seat and began to sharpen his own blade. 


His hands were shaking and inexperienced in comparison to the Gods, but all the same he was 
preforming the task admirably. 


“T thought this the best course of action to rectify our breach in contract. As neither of us 
intentionally broke it, the punishment in turn should not be too harsh.” Morax said to him. He did 
not look to the adeptus, instead keeping his eyes firmly on the task at hand 


“May this one ask a question?” Alatus mumbled, shaking hands dragging the file down the blade. 
“Of course,” he responded. 
“What...what comes after?” 


“Beg pardon? I am not sure if I quite understand what you’re asking,” Morax finally stopped 
sharpening and turned to look at the young adeptus in question. 


“After we are done here,” Alatus said, gesturing vaguely to his blade, “What is this one to do 
after?” 


“You may do what you wish,” Morax said and the young adeptus scrunched his face. 
“Apologies, but this one still does not understand.” 
“To what are you referring, what causes your confusion?” 


“The punishment, what is one to do?” Alatus said to him. He chewed on his lip anxiety rolling off 
in in almost tangible waves. 


“This is the punishment, there is nothing else after. Once we have finished you may do as you, 
please,” Morax explained to him. His voice was slowed down and over enunciated in some parts, 
hoping to get through the stubborn denial the little adeptus displayed. 


Alatus frowned, but nodded to the Gods answer anyway, not wishing to push against or anger the 
God with his questions and incompetence. Morax stood from his stool, placing the whetstone on 


the counter, and pouring the top with water. He placed the blade to the stone and pulled the edge 
against it in long, slow strokes. Every few moments he would lift the blade and examine the edges 
before placing it to the stone once more. 


“You do not believe me,” Morax said, not turning his gaze from his work. 


Alatus startled at the sudden addressment and lost his grip on the blade. It clattered to the floor, 
and the young adeptus winced at the noise before reaching down to grab the hilt. He squeezed it 
tight in his hands in an effort to suppress the tremble of his fingers. 


Alatus didn’t answer, he did not think it necessary, the God knew it just as well as Alatus himself 
did. 


“What, may I inquire, did you think was to happen?” Morax asked him, hoping to draw even a 
sliver more of information from the reclusive bird. Alatus tightened his grip to the pommel, and 
clenched his jaw overcome with nerves. 


“You may speak freely,” Morax said in a rather nonchalant manner. He brought a wet rag to the 
now sharpened blade and wiped carefully along the edges before placing it back in the rack and 
grabbing another. Alatus, seeing how minimal his progress was in comparison was quick to get 
back to work, running the file across the blade quickly. 


“You'll cut yourself.” 


Alatus flinched at the sudden sound, but did slow his hands, running the file correctly against the 
blade edge. Soon enough the only sound was the screeching of metal and the clinking of blade 
against stone. Slowly, Alatus began to relax, lost in the monotony of a task he has performed on his 
own blade on many occasions. It was nice, that familiarity. 


Morax was much more experienced in the task, he had finished off his fifth blade before Alatus 
even began on his third. He was unsure on how this counted as punishment when Morax was 
completing more of the task than the little bird, yet the God made no mention to his speed, so 
perhaps he was fine in his rather sluggish pace. Alatus’ arms were growing sore and tired from the 
constant and repetitive motions, but he did not complain. If he was to be punished there is expected 
at least some degree of uncomfortableness. 


“Mistress Azlin did not punish like this,” Alatus said quietly. He sounded broken, his hand slowly 
so the file barely scrapped against the metal. Morax peered at him through the corner of his eye, he 
took in the lost expression that settled across his face and far away expression in his eye. He 
grunted but made no further attempt to push for a conversation. The fact he said something 
unprompted was in and of itself an astonishing feat. 


“T have thought of a name for you,” Morax said in attempts to raise the mood. “Would you like to 
hear it?” 


Alatus’ head shot up to stare in wonder at the God. His eyes gleamed in disbelief as if the notion of 
any God doing something so utterly kind was strange. No matter how Guizhong cared and coddled 
it did not erase centuries of pain and manipulation. Something so new, so foreign was almost 
unheard of in his existence. 


Morax waited patiently for the young boy to catch up to his feelings, patient as he pulled the blade 
across the whetstone. Guizhong and Ping had given him quite a few stern words in regard to his 
actions towards the adeptus, and the God in turn strived to be at least a bit more civil with him. It 
was a tad more difficult than he had anticipated, he often found himself treating the boy as a 


soldier, and nothing more. 


Not that that was wrong per say, Sky Bracer had said that the adeptus was both a soldier and a 
child and that he should treat him as both, yet the overlap was harder to grasp than he had 
originally thought it to be. 


“This one... really gets a name?” Alatus wondered aloud. He did not look to Morax, his eyes were 
still very much trained to the blade he held loosely between his fingers. 


“Yes, I told you I would think of one, so I have.” 


Alatus whispered under his breath ‘a name?’ over and over like a mantra. Trying to convince his 
stubborn and traitorous mind that this is something good, something worth happiness and joy. A 
name associated with nothing is a name that holds no power, yet a name given is a name treasured 
all the same. He could finally be someone again. An adeptus with a name not bound by biting 
chains. 


“What...?” Alatus paused, his voice trailing away to nothing as he tightened his grip on the 
pommel of the sword, the worn and cracked leather pressing deep into his palm and indenting the 
flesh with crisscrossing patterns. 


‘Was it rude to ask?’ He thought, perhaps the God mentioned it, and will only give him his name if 
he earns it. How then, was one meant to earn their name? 


Alatus bit down on his lip, the soft flesh grinding under teeth, filling his tongue with the taste of 
metal. 


“Do not bite, you cause yourself harm,” Morax chided him, and Alatus was quick in his release, 
swiping the back of his hand across his chin, and streaking his skin with blood. “Do you wish to 
know it? The name I have picked?” 


The little bird nodded with hesitation. Perhaps still this was a trick. An amusement to a God so 
much mightier than he. Perhaps Alatus will leave this punishment feeling worse than anything 
Azlin could ever do to him. Physical wounds heal growing new skin and tissue in its place, yet 
emotional wounds linger like ghosts. They do not ever heal; always will they sit on your mind like 
a plague. 


“In the fables of another land, the name Xiao is that of a spirit who encountered great suffering and 
hardship. He endured much suffering, as you have. Use this name from now on.” (1) 


“This one's name is... Xiao...” Alatus, no, Xiao said in wonder, turning the name over on his 
tongue to introduce himself to it in a way that would create profound familiarity. 


“Tt is alright I hope,” Morax said to him. He sounded a bit unsure; he wasn’t quite sure how to 
handle the situation should the boy reject the name. 


“Yes, this one likes the name very much.” Xiao turned to face the God of Contracts fully, and 
bowed low at the waist, his torso almost flush against his thighs as he was still seated on that worn 
wooden stool, the sword hilt still grasped in his hand. The bow was awkward, but it was genuine. 


“Right then, Xiao, let us finish our task, we have much to complete,” Morax said a tad awkward to 
the still bowing adeptus. He cleared his throat and stood once more, bringing the blade to the 
whetstone. 


Xiao stumbled his own sword fumbling in his hands at the haste and began again to file away at 


the edges. They once more fell into a sort of lull of grinding and screeching metal. Neither of them 
spoke to each other, but every few moments or so, the little bird would whisper his new name in 
awe. Morax couldn’t help the smirk that lit up his face at every uttered whisper. He knows that 
mistakes were made in the first days that Xiao arrived at Guili and he hopes that this new name 
brings with it a new beginning. 


Hopes that the boy will lose the ‘bloodhound’ moniker and simply become a mighty and 
illuminated adeptus, one the people can come to rely on and revere him as they should. Whether 
the little bird chooses to stay, or to fly away is a fate not yet decided, but at least he can leave with 
a new identity and hope. 


“May I ask the reason you do not reveal your true name?” Morax asked, his eyes still trained on his 
current work, and his voice open and curious. 


The little bird did not answer. Instead Morax heard the sharp screeching on the file on metal slowly 
fade as the boy stopped working together. When the God turned to look at him, Xiao had his lips 
pursed to a rather thin like, and his brow furrowed, casting dark shadows over his eyes. 


“This one... gave away ones’ name, because one did not know any better,” he said, his eyes 
looking nations away to something the God could not see. 


“T had assumed it was something of the sort. War creates chaos and denies the world deference and 
dignity. In a world torn asunder by its inhabitants it creates only victims and victors, yet at the end, 
there are no true winners, only great loses.” 


Xiao nodded, and began once more to work on the blade, taking a glance at the rack that still held 
a great many swords. All were in varying conditions; some were dulled away and some still sharp 
enough for the light to reflect off the edges. The young adeptus still could not comprehend how 
such a task would equate to a punishment. Azlin had him tend to blades on several occasions, and 
not once has she incited it as punishment. If one does not bruise or bleed, then surely it is 
impossible for one to learn. 


“This one apologizes.” Xiao said, his head bowed low, so the fringe of his hair hid away his face. 


“For not giving me your name? There is no need, I understand well, your reasonings.” Morax 
turned to face him, placing the blade back in the rack. They were not polishing the blades, which 
Xiao found strange, only sharpening. The God grabbed another and returned to the stool. 


“No, this one apologizes for dishonoring our contract. This one did not remember leaving, but now 
I do, and so this one apologizes.” He replied quietly. 


“You remember?” 


“Yes. No. I... This one remembers some. This one remembers thinking of one's responsibilities 
after battle, and one acted poorly.” 


“Responsibilities?” 
“Mm,” Xiao nodded but did not elaborate further. 


Morax let his sword drop to the floor with a clatter, and reached out to grab Xiao’s hands with 
urgency, manipulating his fingers until his blade two fell to the dusty stone ground effectively 
stopping his task. The boy startled, his hands flinching in Rex Lapis’ grasp and looked up sharply 
to the stare at the God. 


“A task originally given by Azlin?” 


“Yes. Mistress Azlin gave this one that task. After battles this one is to return to one's room. This 
one confused the rooms, and so this one left.” 


“Azlin is dead, no longer is she your mistress. I ask what the task was? Just to return to your room, 
or was there anything else? Did you harm anyone on your way there?” 


“Ah, right, mis-, lady Azlin only demanded one return to one's chain where one belongs. This one 
did not cause any hurt or harm. That was not one’s orders.” 


“T see. That is... good I suppose. That, you haven’t hurt anyone, I should mean.” Morax said 
sheepishly at his overreaction and releasing the boys’ hands. Xiao brought them quickly to his 
chest, out of reach of the Gods fingers. 


“This one does not like to hurt. This one apologizes always, but apologies are wasted on the 
deceased,” he said solemnly and reached down to grasp the blade, beginning to work once more. 


Morax too returned to his work, but he did not let the conversation cease. This moment was too 
opportunistic to pass up, and should the boy still feel up to sharing, they may as well glean 
information in regard to the boy's plight. 


“T would like to understand you better. If you would allow myself to inquire about you, then you 
too may inquire about me,” Morax said to him. Xiao hesitated for a moment before nodding his 
head in consent to the Gods request. 


“Hm, alright then. May I ask, how long you have been in service to Azlin?” 
“This one does not remember. Days did not feel like days and hours passed too quickly.” 


“T thank you. And what in turn do you desire to know?” Morax said. He did not seem thrilled at the 
lacking answer, but it was an answer all the same which was good in the eyes of information. 


“Um, why do we not polish?” 


Morax laughed once at the odd question. Here the boy has all the opportunity in the world to ask 
the God for knowledge, and that is what he settles upon. It is a good start, he supposes. 


“Ling Ce is the smithy here, and he is rather particular about such a task. He says a polished blade 
is one of beauty, and a beautiful blade strikes fear to the enemy. One should be able to see the soul 
of the blade reflected back to them, and so he permits no one else to complete such a task,” 


“Soul of the blade?” Xiao whispered to himself in confusion before shaking his head to rid himself 
of the thought. It does no good for him to focus on such unneeded information. 


“T don’t claim to understand it either,” Morax said to him, ““You seemed confused at this 
punishment. Why is that?” 


“Mistr- ah, lady Azlin did not deem this a punishment, so one is confused. Why is this what one 
uses to punish?” 


“T use this because the broken contract was not due to any of our conscious efforts. It was an 


accident and so the reprimands need not be demanding. What would Azlin have considered 
punishment?” 


“Lessons may only be learned through the trials of pain. She did not have a method most preferred. 
As long as this one had spilt the blood of discipline and remorse was one truly rectified in lieu of 
their mistakes.” Xiao told him, standing to bring to blade against the stone. 


“Pain and suffering are not always how discipline should be played out. Lessons are learned when 
one is remorseful, pain has nothing to do with it.” 


“Mm,” Xiao said, unbelieving of the Gods words, but made no attempt to argue it. This is a lesson 
he will learn eventually, after all, only time can truly heal sorrow. “Why did the honorable one save 
this unworthy one?” 


Morax furrowed his brow at the derogatory speech and withheld a sigh of frustration. His self- 
confidence leaves much to be desired and yet no matter how often that speech is corrected, he falls 
back to that familiarity like an old friend. 


“T saved you for I saw myself in you. I saw a being who knew only bloodshed. Long ago I was 
lucky to be blessed by the light of Celestia, blessed by its glory in allowing me to cross paths with 
Guizhong. She gave me a chance to grow and learn. I... wanted the same for you.” He told to the 
boy softly. “Why do you eat dreams?” 


“This one was created for the consumption of nightmares. This one is made to cleanse the evil and 
negativities that plague the peoples. This one was never meant to eat them, mistress ordered it, so it 
was So.” 


“Do you like them?” Morax followed and the little bird frowned. 


“Tt is my question,” Xiao said confused. Morax laughed good natured with a smile. Such a childish 
response, it was easy then to see his age. 


“Ah, of course! And what shall be your question?” 


Xiao thought for a moment, during their conversation they had made good head way in the 
management of the blades. He rubbed his shoulders where an ache built up in the damaged tissue 
and flexed his fingers where they had cramped in their work. Morax looked unaffected by the 
laborious tasks, just continued filing and grinding as If the motion did not bother him in the 
slightest. Xiao was reminded then; how different their powers are. Morax, for all his glory does 
well to suppress that overwhelming force when he is not upon the battlefield, yet he knew well 
how fast a God could fall to his hand. 


Azlin never suppressed anything; she would walk amongst her people with energy radiating off her 
in waves until her followers were forced to the ground in submission to her rage. She did not see 
anyone as her equal, wanted always for them to know how tall she towered above them. The only 
time Xiao had ever felt at ease in her presence was when first they met, and his naivety proved his 
downfall. 


“When this one is healed, where is one to go?” 


“A difficult question unfortunately. You are of course welcome to stay here, or should you desire, 
you may go wherever you so please. No boundaries or chains would hold your wandering.” He 
explained, and Xiao looked crestfallen at the explanation, as if he was looking for an order on what 
it is he should do. Morax refused however, to chain him where he does not wish to be. “So, the 


dreams then, do you like them?” 


“Yes, but this one wishes they did not,” he said, his somber tones drenched in melancholy. “If one 
was to stay within the Honorable ones’ Guili assembly, will one still adhere to this contract?” 


“No, I think should you choose to stay, we would in fact need a more agreeable term,” Morax said 
patiently. “Do you still desire the consumption of dreams?” 


“Yes.” Xiao admitted, as if he was expecting execution to follow. He swallowed thickly, his eyes 
misting over with tears. “This one desires them. This one wants the happiness and the sweetness 
and the love. To not eat them causes this one to hurt most awful.” 


“T see, and your question?” 

The little bird shook his head, wiping hastily at his eyes. 
“May I ask another?” 

“Yes,” He whispered. “This one will answer.” 


“The last one, I promise,” Morax said gently, “Is this cease and desist of dream consumption what 
causes your sickness?” 


“This one does not know. This one was always made to eat them under the servitude of mistress 
Azlin,” he said, finally having regained his composure. 


“She is no longer your mistress,” Morax reminded him once more. “Do you have any more 
questions for me?” 


“Um, can...” Xiao began to say before trailing off in uncertainty. 

“You may ask without fear.” 

“Can... will the honorable one takes this one flying once more?” He whispered. 
Morax smiled at the young adeptus and gave a nod. 


“It would be an honor to take to the skies once again. I shall do my best offer an experience 
unmatched.” 


Chapter End Notes 


(1) = This is a direct quote from Xiao's character profile, story 2. 


Daily Laments: 

1: I went to do my laundry only to realize I was out of detergent. I had just gotten back 
from the grocery store too! 

2: [just had to pay my utility bills and I feel as if a part of my soul is gone now, so 
there's that.... 


Daily Celebration: 
1: Replaying BOTW and I have found 458 korok seeds! 


2: My co-worker is going to groom my dog for me so I don't have to! Respect lmao, 
she's shedding a lot and I don't want to deal with her. I love her, just not her undercoat. 
3: Making taco's tonight which is honestly always cause for celebration. 

4: My animals are cute as fuck! So cuddly this week, I am thriving. 


chapter 16 


Chapter Notes 


I apologize for the long update time! Life got crazy and then when it was finally 
settling down, I got covid which just threw a wrench in everything! 


But it is done! 
So, as always: 


Happy Reading! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Take Flight on Golden Wings 


The two had managed to finish all but three of the damaged swords when Guizhong arrived. She 
was red faced and flushed when she raced into the room. Her hands on her hips as she glared 
sternly at Morax. Xiao shrunk at her intimidating gaze. 


“When I woke up you were gone, and no one seemed to know where you had gone. Care to 
explain?” She said rather calmly. It would have been a convincing act of concern if her voice 
wasn’t dripping in venom. 


“Xiao and I were just completing our consequence for defiling the contract. I did not think to wake 
you for something trivial,” he replied. 


“Oh, something trivial, was it? And what were you and Xiao- Xiao?” She stopped her rant at the 
casual use of the name and turned her gaze to the young adeptus, her face lighting up with a smile. 


“This one has received one’s name,” he said to her quietly, the elation hard to hide. “Does miss 
Guizhong like it?” 


“Oh, I love it very much. I think it suits you quite wonderfully.” 


She kneeled on the floor beside him, not minding the dirt in the slightest and cupped his cheek in 
her hand, running her thumb beneath his eye. Her smile was infectious, and the young boy could 

not help his own smile from playing at his lips. It was a tiny thing, barely noticeable but when the 
God of Dust saw it her heart could not help but soar. 


Morax, taking advantage of the distraction turned his body away from the pair and hurried to finish 
the task at hand. Three more blades to sharpen and the contract will have been fulfilled. It did not 
even take half the day. Granted, Morax himself tended most of the weaponry, but Xiao had made a 
valiant effort to keep pace. He tired more quickly than the God, so it was not in his right to fault 
him. The lesson was learned and truly nothing else is relevant. 


“Are you well? This old dragon wasn’t causing you too much distress, was he?” She asked him. 
She sounded playful yet Xiao could not help the niggling feeling that she was very serious in her 
question. He suddenly felt bad for Rex Lapis, sorry that his fate was dependent entirely on how the 


adeptus chose to answer. 


“This one is well. This one has been tending blades,” he told to her, raising the blade he held 
loosely in his hands as a form of evidence. 


“Yes, and how has that been?’ 


“Tt is a task this one has performed on many occasions. This one.... still does not know how it 
deems an appropriate punishment, but Rex Lapis assures this one that it does.” 


Xiao had crinkled his brow in confusion and Morax sighed where he sat, placing the blade back in 
the rack he turned to face the pair once more. 


“Ts blade sharpening something you enjoy?” He asked. 
Xiao shook his head. 
“Ts it something you would particularly like to do, even if your own blade did not require it?” 


“No, it is tedious and makes one's shoulders ache,” he answered, still confused by the explanation. 


“The point I am trying to make is that by doing a task one does not enjoy, then one has been 
punished,” he said. “Not all punishment must end in pain. Sometimes all it takes is a tedious task to 
drive home a lesson.” 


“So, because this one dislikes weapon tending, this one has been punished?” 


“In a sense yes,” Morax said, nodding his head. “The other part is knowing if the lesson was 
actually learned.” 


“Tt has. This one will not leave the assembly without permission.” Xiao whispered; head lowered in 
regret. 


“And I too shall make sure that you are properly cared for,” Rex Lapis said in return, bowing his 
head in acknowledgment to the young adeptus. Xiao startled at the motion and Guizhong placed 
her hand to his shoulder in order to steady him. 


Xiao darted his eyes between the two Gods in wonder. Beings of their stature should not bow to 
one as lowly as he, yet he could not find it in himself to request a stop to such an action. It was 
selfish of him, to bask in such a thing. Yet, somewhere deep within his body, hidden in the cavity 
of his chest and nestled in the beating muscles of his heart he felt he was owed this. Recompence 
for all the terrible things he has endured for eons. 


When Morax sat straight once more his gaze landed quizzically in the direction of Xiao who, by all 
means looked like a startled deer. When he caught the gaze of the honorable Rex Lapis, he was 
quick to fix his appearance and bowed his head in return to the God. With his eyes downcast as 
they were he failed to see the amused smile that tugged at Guizhong’s lips. 


“Well then, finish up you two,” Guizhong told to them, her voice taking on a rather elated tone. “I 
have much planned for Xiao, so I do hope you to finish soon.” 


“And what task would that be?” Morax said removing another blade from the rack and balancing it 
on his knee before reaching for the last one and handing it to Xiao who took it without complaint. 


“T’m afraid it’s a surprise,” She shrugged her shoulders in the direction of the God, a coy smile 
curling in her lips. Xiao slowed his mindless ministrations and looked to her with a fearful gaze. 


When Guizhong took note to such fear her smirk dropped as well as her heart. She shook her head 
slightly to rid herself of plaguing thoughts and smiled sweetly at the young adeptus. 


“Tt is a good one. To that I promise you little bird,” she said to him, hand reaching out to brush 
knuckles across his cheek. 


“Miss Guizhong?” Xiao asked softly, his hand once more resuming the task of blade sharpening. 


“Yes, what is it?” She asked him. She made sure to keep her voice open and light not wishing to 
spook him away from his question. 


It seemed as if everyone walked across eggshells when they were in his presence. It grated on his 
nerves sometimes, yet at the same it was nice not to be in the presence of scorn. Perhaps it will 
bother him later, but now he will take solace in the fact that his days do not always result in pain. 
No matter how annoying the coddling could be, the alternative was infinitely more unpleasant. 


“Tf this one now has a name, why do you still call this one ‘little bird?’” 


“Oh, I apologize. Do you not like it?” She brought her hand to her chest. She truly did sound 
apologetic, and he felt terrible almost immediately, "I will stop if you so ask it.” 


“No, this one did not mean to cause an honorable one such grievance. This one is just confused that 
is all,” He whispered to her with a bow of his head. His fringe casting shadows across his eyes. 


“And what Is it that causes your confusion?” 


“This one has a name once more, there is no reason to refer to one with such a childish term,” He 
explained to her. Because truly, one need not a nickname when they have a real one, they can offer. 


“If it causes you distress, I will not use it any longer,” Guizhong said to him patiently. 


“It does not cause this one distress. This one just does not understand the need for such a term any 
longer. If one has a name, it would make most sense to refer to one as such,” Xiao explained. 


Guizhong smiled to him. She tried hard to appear light and open, yet she could feel the twitch of 
her lips that gave way to sadness and regret. How awful for a child to not even understand the 
nuances of a nickname. To be so deprived of affection and love that they do not understand the joy 
that comes with familiarity and closeness. 


“Nicknames are something people give to each other as a way of showing their affection,” She 
explains. “They do not replace the name entirely but are used interchangeably as a way to express 
love and affection for the given party.” 


“So, it is common to use both such names?” Xiao tilted his head in wonder and Guizhong nodded 
hers in response. 


“Yes, as long as the party agrees to such a term, nicknames are used quite often.” 


“Then...then it is fine to refer to one as little bird,” Xiao told her and gave a self-assured nod with 
his lips pursed as if in attempt to convince himself as well as the two Gods. 


“Are you sure?” Morax said, “the choice is ultimately yours on if the name stays.” 


“This one is sure,” the young adeptus ensured them, standing from his own worn stool to run the 
blade along the whetstone. A sour feeling settled in his stomach like a stone, and he swallowed 
against the uncomfortable sensation. 


When Xiao had finished with the blade, he placed it once more into the rack and stood awkward 
beside it. Morax did not inform him on what he should do once the work had been completed. He 
said Xiao may do as he wished, yet he did not say when he was allowed to leave. It seemed rude to 
leave without saying anything yet it was nerve wracking to speak to a God unprompted. 


It was a confusing predicament. Usually under the tutelage of Azlin, Xaio was granted no 
freedoms to make any such decisions on his own, and suddenly he was expected to choose things 
on his own. It was overwhelming for what is he chooses wrong? How would he know if the choice 
is the correct one? How is he to know what choice should be chosen if no one tells him what 
choice they would prefer he chose. 


“Tt was overwhelming; living every day for centuries under the command and instruction of 
another was normal to him, and to have that normalcy taken so suddenly made him feel as if he 
was drowning. Try as he might Al/atus was made for the sky not the water, and whenever he felt as 
if he was treading along fine a wave would push him back under and he choked under the pressure 
of it all. 


Alatus was not made for the water. 
And yet Alatus is no longer made for the skies. 


Stranded on land in an area unknown it was next to impossible to tread water. Oh, how he wished 
for once the answer would be clear to him. Instructions straight forward telling him exactly how he 
was supposed to live. 


“ Are you finished?” Morax said to him spooking Xiao out of his stupor. It took him a moment to 
regain his baring's and when the world was in clarity once more, he nodded his head to the 
question. 


“Yes. This one has finished.” 


“T thank you for your hard work. You may do as you please,” Morax told to him and turned back to 
the blade in his own hand, running the file across the length of it. 


It was a rather clear dismissal and Xiao bowed low at the waist before making his way out of the 
smithy. Guizhong said something quietly to Morax before following the little bird quickly. She 
hastened to his side and hummed a rather jaunty tone that Xiao found he quite liked. It took much 
of his willpower to not tap a beat against his thigh. He stole glances at the God of Dust who 
seemed content to just walk beside him. 


Xiao grew nervous in her presence. Not that it was a particularly bad feeling. She did not make him 
feel bad per say it was more uncertainness that plagued him. Guizhong was a relatively calming 
energy to be near and aside from his innate skittish nature he found he quite enjoyed being with 
her. However, Guizhong was always one to carry about the conversation filling empty air with 
joyful words or concern. 


Xiao was never expected to start a conversation, sometimes he wasn’t even expected to participate 
if he did not wish to do so. Yet this time he could not shake the feeling that Guizhong wanted him 


to fill the beckoning silence. She did not give a reason for her following and he was unsure on if he 
was to ask her to join him —he was planning a relaxing day amidst the tree branches- or perhaps he 
was supposed to offer his assistance to her. 


She did say she required his assistance, right? 
It was all very confusing. 


The song Guizhong was humming changed from the jaunty and upbeat melody to something more 
pitched and drawn out. It was a soothing song to listen to and the ever-present roiling under his 
skin seemed to dull for a moment. 


He glanced at her and chewed at his lip in thought. She did not turn to meet his gaze, her eyes 
steadfast ahead of her and hands clasped behind her back. She had a sort of skip in her step and the 
happiness she exuded felt infectious as warmth gathered in Xiao's chest. 


“Um?” He started, and Guizhong hummed once in acknowledgment, “Is there something that the 
Honorable one needs from this one?” He asked her, wringing his hands together. 


“Ah, I am so glad you asked,” she said cheerfully clapping her hands together in elation. “I was 
wondering if I could borrow you for a teensy moment. Nothing terrible I just need your help is all!” 


“Oh. An Honorable one such as yourself need not ask a being such as I for permission. If you 
require Ones’ assistance One would be most welcome to give it,” he told her. 


“T disagree. I believe is to be courteous to ask for assistance rather than just expect it. It does not 
matter what station or stature people have it is always better to ask than to assume.” 


“Oh.” 

Guizhong laughed lightly at his response and reached out to ruffle his hair. 
“Yes, oh.” she giggled again. “So, will you help me?” 

“Yes, this one will help.” 


Guizhong smiled large at the response, her eyes squinting at the force of it. Her humming picked 
up again; that same jaunty tune as before and she walked ahead a bit so that Xiao was following her 
instead. He felt at ease to be out of control and relying on someone else to make the decisions for 
him, so with his eyes trained to the God back, he followed her through the congested streets as his 
fingers tapped out the rhythm of the song. 


Guizhong lead them to the entrance of a domain. The glowing doors where a beautiful blue only 
enhanced by the glaze lilies that surrounded it in droves. A field of the flowers stretched out for 
miles until in met the shoreline of a nearby stream, with the sun as high as it was none of the buds 
were open, but it did nothing to diminish their beauty. 


“This is my own personal abode,” She explained to him as she opened the grand doors. “It’s where 
I do most of my tinkering. It isn’t exactly suited for what we need but it is rather quiet and secluded 
so it should work well for us.” 


Xiao stepped into the room and was immediately overtaken with the smell of oil and metal. It was 


evidently a workshop. Half-finished projects were scattered about and there were diagrams on 
every table. A small forge was lit near the back of the room, and it gave off a warmth that was all 
around rather cozy. The room felt alive in a way that Alatus had never experienced. Alatus did not 
get to experience much that life had to offer it would seem. Perhaps, well, perhaps it was not meant 
for Alatus to see, maybe the world decided Xiao would be the one to experience a life that was well 
lived. 


Whatever the case may be, he was just glad to be here now in this moment. Surrounded by the 
warmth of a laboratory forge and the gentle humming of a gentle God. 


“Come this way and take a seat. I need to get my things so I can measure,” she told him ushering 
him to a table that was relatively clean aside from some loose scrap and oil stains. 


Xiao sat patiently as Guizhong bustled about the room and rummaged through doors and cabinetry 
collecting a menagerie of things as she went along. The little bird could not help but think this 
organized chaos fit the God of dust rather nicely. She came over every so often dropping things on 
the table before skirting away once more. 


There was an odd assortment of items, a long rope full of tick marks, scraps of fabric and a tin full 
of buttons. He furrowed his brow at the odd collection but did not voice his curiosity. Instead, he 
let his eyes rove about the items taking them in individually, mentally praising colors and the shine 
that some were sporting. He itched to run his fingers against a fabric that looked particularly 
inviting. Instead, he sat on his hands to stop any wandering appendages. 


Guizhong returned once more, dropping off more strips of fabric, some metal clasps and a tin that 
held beads of just about every size and color. When she sat on the bench beside Xiao, she seemed a 
tad out of breath but happy none the less. 


“Alright, I think that’s everything I have in the workshop. It will be just a rough outlining of course 
to the finished piece but it should give up a good start!” She told him cheerfully, in her hands a 
long strip of parchments as well as a quill and ink pot. 


This did nothing to clear the confusion that swam in Xiao’s eyes. He tilted his head in question. 
“What is this for?” He asked her, chewing on his bottom lip in thought. 


“An excellent question!” She exclaimed rather loudly, and Xiao jumped at the volume of her 
excitement. “We are going to design you something to wear.” 


“But you have already given this one clothes?” 


“Yes, but those are so boring. Plus, I think it would be nice to have something that is uniquely you, 
wouldn’t you agree?” 


“Uh, yes?” He answered her in uncertainty. He did not truly understand her reasoning. The clothes 
he wore now were sufficient and they covered him well, it seemed a waste to give him more. But 
she sounded excited to take such a project on and so agreeing felt like the right course. 


“Do you,” She started to say but cut herself off. She observed him for a moment. Perhaps a bit too 
long because Xiao grew antsy under her scrutiny. “I mean to say, if this is too much right now, we 
do not have to continue. I only thought having clothes of your own that were accommodating 
specifically to you would be more comfortable. Plus, it would give you free access to your wings 
without tearing your clothes or having to remove them completely.” 


“Oh.” Said Xiao quietly. That does sound rather nice, it was tedious to have to strip out of his 


clothing every time his wings needed tending. Perhaps, it would not be so awful to have something 
like that. “That sounds...okay then?” He said, though his tone pitched in more in question than 
answer. 


“Tl tell you what. We can start the process of measuring and designing it. And at any point you 
don’t wish to continue then we can stop. Okay?” 


“Yes, that sounds reasonable,” He whispered appeased at the arrangement. 


“Wonderful. Well then, let's start with measurements. Indarias will be joining us shortly she is 
rather good at textiles.” 


Xiao stiffened at the casual mention of the pyro yaksha. Although their last meeting was rather 
civil it was still an uncomfortable encounter. She did nothing to try and hide her disdain for Xiao, 
and he found himself dreading her company. The little bird swallowed back the fear and 
uncertainty and schooled his features. After all, Guizhong had already invited her for aid so there is 
not much he would be able to do anyway. If he just keeps his head down and follows orders than 
he can make It through without issue. 


Alatus survived many a year under Azlin, Xiao can manage an afternoon. 


“Are you alright with that?” Guizhong asked him gently as she took in his startled appearance. “I 
can always meet with her privately if you would rather not be around her.” 


Guizhong was giving him an out; and somehow that felt all the more terrible. As if Xiao was a 
child that needed to be coddled at every turn. As if he was too unstable to handle something as 
simple as clothing design. It was laughable really and his adeptal pride flared for a moment before 
fizzling away. 


It fizzled and died away quickly because really, that is what he was, right? He truly was just a 
scared and shaking hatchling that the world forgot to love. Barricaded behind a wall of adaptations 
and imitations. Act as if you aren’t afraid and perhaps one day you won’t be. Act as if nothing 
bothers you, and one day it won’t. Bury fear and agitations under mountains of duty and 
obligations so that nothing can bend your will. 


It was a song and dance that Alatus learned centuries ago, and it is what has kept him going after 
his body no longer could. It was a dance Xiao was still dancing even now. 


Kill the mind to save the soul, that is the lesson that has stuck so soundly in his bones that he can 
do nothing more than obey it. It has become so ingrained in his being that he is nothing without its 
echoing mantra. Nothing else matters but one's duty and one must perform without fail. 


“This one apologizes. This one was startled nothing more,” he told to Guizhong, not allowing her 
even a moment to feel guilt at the unease that rested on Xiao’s shoulders. 


“T should have asked you before I to her,” she said solemnly. “I know of your... relations but I just 
wanted these clothes to be perfect, and she is the best person I knew to ask. I did not think and for 
that I am sorry.” 


“This one is alright. This one is thankful for her aid.” Xiao said again, hoping to cheer up the 
melancholy God. Guizhong sat straight in her seat and smiled sadly to him. 


“You truly are kind. It is alright to look after yourself before others you know. It does not make 
you wrong or selfish to love you, and respect you, before that of others.” She told him, bringing 


her hand up to cradle at his face. He leaned into the warmth and closed his eyes against the calm. 


“This one does not mind miss Guizhong. This one... does not understand textiles anyway,” He 
reassured once more. 


She laughed and seemed to brighten at the comment before standing from the bench and grabbing 
the long rope. She motioned for Xiao to stand and so he followed without question. She brought 
the rope to rest against his shoulder and down to his fingertips. She hummed as she marked the tick 
and wrote on the parchment before moving on to other parts of his body. 


She measured his hip to his ankle, and his shoulder to his hip. 


Shoulder to shoulder, around his neck —which Xiao found most unpleasant- as well as the diameter 
of his waist and chest. 


He didn’t offer any resistance, just let her maneuver him as she saw fit. He didn’t quite understand 
what she was doing but he assumed it was important, so he let continue on uninterrupted. When she 
finished, she looked a bit unsure, biting her lip in indecision. 


“Ts... there something wrong?” Xiao asked her slowly, not knowing if he was crossing some 
invisible boundry line by prying where he ought not pry. 


“Ah, no sorry. It’s just well, I need you to bring your wings out so that I may measure the width of 
the base so I can know how large to make the window,” She explained to him, and Xiao let out a 
breath of relief. 


“Yes. This one does not mind if the honorable one needs to see one's wings,” he said to her, and 
moved to lift the shirt over his head. 


He was still incredibly scrawny, but he began to put on weight again, his bones not as prominent as 
before. If you didn’t look to closely, he appeared healthy at first glance; side from his patchwork of 
scarring that is. Xiao turned his back to her and released his wings in a shower of golden sparks. A 
few of the pins began to crack open revealing the aphotic feathers that lay nestled inside. The 
illustrious gold lining glimmering brightly in the dull light of the workshops forge. Although 
diminutive in grandeur now, it was easy to imagine the sight he would rein when they were full 
and healthy. Alive with freedom once more. 


Guizhong could not help but to smile at the progress the little bird had made in such a short span. It 
was not perfect. Not in any sense of the word but he was going steadfast to a brighter future, and 
she could not wait to see the adeptus he will become. 


She took the rope and placed it against Xiao’s back, he twitched away at first —an ingrained habit 
that was difficult to kick- before relaxing back towards Guizhong’s hands once more. She 
measured the distance between his wings, and the distance from wing to shoulder finishing up with 
the height of his wing base. Xiao thought there was an awful lot of numbers just for clothing but 
did not voice his thought instead just letting it pass away quickly. 


Guizhong was handing him back his shirt when the door to her workshop pushed open and filling 
the room with beams of warm sunlight. Xiao flinched at the sudden almost blinding light dropping 
and the shirt as it brushed his fingertips. His wings ruffled in agitation as he bent to retrieve the 
fallen item. 


It was covered in dust and oil, and he couldn’t help but wrinkle his nose in distaste. 


“Sorry, if ’'m a bit late,” Indarias said as she strode into the room, shutting the door and encasing 
the room once more in the dusky glow of the forge fires. 


“On the contrary, I believe your to be right on time. I just finished his measurements,” Guizhong 
said to her. 


“Yes. Well then, I guess he’ll be off?” Indarias said, her tone seemed aloof, but it held a certain 
note of disdain. 


She did not walk any closer to the pair but seemed to hover just out of reach. Her eyes roved over 
Xiao’s thin frame and seemed to stop at his wings, brows raised in what appeared to be disbelief. 


“No, if these clothes are for him, it would be nice if he agreed with how they looked,” The God of 
Dust said, her tone leaving no room for arguments. The very picture of a mother scolding her child. 


The yaksha looked put off but did not offer any argument, instead choosing to sit as far from Xiao 
as socially acceptable whilst still being able to offer her input. 

Guizhong sighed and shook her head before taking a seat herself motioning for the young adeptus 
to join them. He placed his shirt back on, dismissing his wings and took his seat once more. He 
fidgeted where he sat, tapping his foot rhythmically against the stone and pulling at his fingers. His 
eyes were downcast, and he seemed to almost shutter in his nervousness. 


“Right then, what style do you think would most suit you Xiao?” Guizhong said cheerfully 
clapping her hands together in an effort to alleviate the tense atmosphere that settled across the 
room. 


“Xxiao?” Indarias questioned, cutting off the adeptus in question. Her brow was up ticked, and a 
slight frown wrinkled the skin around her mouth. “That’s his name?” 


“Yes, that is his name. It is the name Rex has given him, and one that he chooses to use. I would 
hope you will respect it.” Guizhong said to her taking note of the little birds startled expression. 


“Right.” Indarias said, though she didn’t seem too keen on the idea of addressing the bloodhound 
with such familiarity. 


“Now then Xiao, which style?” She asked again. 


Xiao stopped his fidgeting long enough to look at her before quickly averting his eyes to his feet. 
They still tapped that relentless rhythm, but he was powerless to stop it. He could see from the 
corner of his eye Indarias growing frustrated and annoyed at the repetitive noise and he felt horrid 
to be the cause of such discomfort and disdain. 


“This one does not have a preference,” He whispered quietly. 


Guizhong frowned at the answer but made no move to push him further. He didn’t say it, but she 
felt as if he himself did not know the answer to such a question. Or possibly even what it meant. 
Held secluded for so long was sure to skew his sense of self and there was no need to cause distress 
by pushing for a question he doesn’t know the answer too. 


“Hmm,” She hummed in thought, chin held tightly between her thumb and forefinger. “Perhaps we 
can throw some ideas around and you can choose what you like best then?” 


Xiao nodded his head, biting softly at his lip 


“If we do that, we will be here all day,” Indarias said, her tone was exasperated, and she threw a 
small glare in the direction of the young and cowering adeptus. 


“Well then, I suppose it is good we have nothing planned then,” The God said back quickly, not 
missing a single beat in conversation. 


Xiao swallowed thickly and twisted harder at his fingers. 


“Now then, let's begin with his shirt,” Guizhong said, guiding the conversation back as she pulled a 
fresh length of parchment towards her, dipping the quill in to the ink well. “It will have to be open 
back to accommodate for his wings.” 


She started the sketch of a torso -two actually- labeling each one as front and back. She left out the 
detailing of a neckline, as well as the arms so really, the drawings were nothing more than thick 
boxes that dipped in at the sides. On the one labeled back she drew a rather crude square around 
the area where the shoulder blades would rest. 


Xiao stared intently at the drawings yet made no attempt to offer his input. Clothes were clothes 
after all, it served him no purpose to care how they looked. The God of dust looked expectantly to 
him but was ultimately unsurprised when he offered only a small nod in regard to the work thus 
far. 


- 


“Tf the back his going to be that open, you should have a high neckline to offset the missing fabric.’ 
Indarias said flippantly. She tried hard to seem as if she did not care, but this was one field of 
expertise she quite enjoyed, and it was difficult not to get involved. She could offer her input 
without addressing the adeptus before her after all. 


“Oh, that sounds like it would look lovely. How far up the neck should we go?” 


“He is rather diminutive, perhaps only halfway or he’ll appear smaller than he actually is,” the 
yaksha answered her, leaning over the table to pluck the quill from her hands and adding the 
detailing to the sketch herself. Guizhong let her steal the quill without much resistance, content that 
she was actually participating rather than snubbing the project due to Xiao’s presence. 


“Your right, I think that looks quite nice. What do you think little bird?” Guizhong asked as she 
turned the parchment in Xiao’s direction. He nodded his head, eyes roving quickly over the sketch. 
“You like it then?” She asked him. 


Xiao just nodded again. Indarias looked annoyed but chose to bite her tongue in the presence of her 
God. 


“Do you have any preference on how you would like the sleeves?” The God asked in attempt to 
bring Xiao fully into the conversation. The entire point of his presence was so that he may wear 
something he enjoys after all. If he makes no input, how were they to know if they had succeeded 
at such a task? Xiao, by her very nature was a pleaser, it mattered not his own opinion as long as 
the other party walked away satisfied. 


“This one is fine with whatever one chooses,” he said to her, brows scrunched and hands still 
fidgeting. 


“Xiao?” The God whispered to him but did not make to continue until the young adeptus had 
looked to her. “I want these to be something you like to wear and are comfortable wearing. I need 
you to participate at least a little bit, okay?” 


“Yes, this one apologizes,” he said to her, demure in both voice and stature he bowed his head to 
her. 


“No need for apologies.” She patted his hand softly with hers and offered him the parchment. “The 
sleeves, what would you prefer?” 


Xiao said nothing for a long while, his fingers just tracing about the sketch. His hand hovered 
above the ink still glistening with wetness as he dares not to ruin the work of his betters. Indarias 
gave a rather frustrated groan which was silenced quickly by Guizhong’s stern glare. Xiao flinched 
and drew his had away from the unfinished drawing quickly. 


“T...”” He began and looked to Guizhong for guidance. She nodded encouragingly at him; her lips 
tilted upwards into a gentle smile. “This one does not like one's arms restricted,” he said finally in 
lieu of a direct answer. It seemed to satisfy the God regardless of the roundabout way of 
answering. 


“Sleeveless then.” She said adding cut offs on to the drawing in representation to the straps of 
fabric that would serve as sleeves. 


The design looked very much like the one that he was wearing now sans the back window. It felt 
comfortable to have something so similar to what he has grown used to that he found himself rather 
excited for the prospect of new clothing. How selfish of him. 


“Tt’s the same as what he’s wearing now,” Commented Indarias with some indignation in her tone. 
“Why go through the trouble of making him something new if he already owns it?” 


“Because these will be entirely his,” Guizhong said to her gently. The conviction and love that she 
intoned caused a shockwave to rustle through Xiao’s chest and he felt his face heat at her words. 


His. 


“ Fine, then we must at least embellish them a little,” Indarias said, her gaze steady to Xiao’s. Her 
expression was funny, as if she was looking at something she didn’t quite recognize. It was so 
different than her normally scornful visage that the young adeptus could not help but look at her in 
confusion. 


Indarias cleared her throat before looking away. 


“Of course, we will. Let’s work on the rough outline first. We can add detailing after we have the 
main parts completed,” The God relented rather easily to the yaksha’s request. She looked happy 
her eyes glancing between the two adepti as if she could see something they could not. “For the 
trousers I was thinking something slimmer, thoughts?” 


And so, the group went back and forth —more input from the women than Xiao- but he has grown 
comfortable with speaking if there was something he was unsure about, or outright did not like. 
Indarias somehow drifted closer to the little bird so that the warmth that she emitted wrapped 
tightly around him. 


He isn’t sure when he grew comfortable in the yaksha’s presence. Well, perhaps not comfortable 
but not fearful either. He was sure perhaps most of that comfort came from the God that sat with 
them, the pyro user dares not try something with her around, but the feeling was nice all the same. 


Eventually the two women found themselves arguing about color. A trivial thing thought Xiao, but 
he knew better then to interrupt such squabbling lest he find himself in the middle of it. 


“Red would look well in contrast to his skin and the tinting in his hair,” Indarias argued waving 
about a strip of fabric that was a rather deep red. It was a nice color, but Xiao couldn’t imagine it a 
color he himself would wear. 


“You say that only because it is your favorite! This would complement him so much better.” 
Guizhong argued back and offered her own strip of fabric. This one was a rather striking green. It 
reminded him of the endless fields that spanned Liyue. It was nice, yet something about it felt 
wrong. 


“That would be so much green! Its already plastered on his arm and in his hair. We need contrast 
and red is the way to do that!” 


“Red is too dark a color for his complexion. Nature tones work better!” 
“They would drown him out. He needs something that will pop!” 
“Ugh, red is not the way to achieve that!” 


Xiao tuned out the argument. Neither color appealed to him, so he didn’t see fit to offer an answer 
to their dilemma. Instead, he let his eyes wander over the remaining scraps of fabric. They had 
gone with a soft white for the shirt, it was nice, and it didn’t overwhelm him. They two women 
said they needed a color for his trousers. Apparently using the same white was boring and they 
absolutely refused such a suggestion. 


His eyes traced over a multitude of colors and patterns, garish pinks to sunshine yellows. Subdued 
blues and vibrant oranges. There were muted golds and somber beige. Pin stripes and solids, visons 
of beautiful brocade and more. 


The patterns seemed too loud in comparison to Xiao’s meek existence, so he ignored them in favor 
of the solid colors. Not something too bright, and perhaps not too dark either. If it was too showy 
people would notice him, and that was a terrifying thought, yet the thought of never being noticed 
was equally as terrifying. He shifted around the fabrics, sorting them into piles of what he liked and 
what he didn’t. 


He was vaguely aware of the two women continuing their game of back and forth, but he was 
much to engrossed in his task to offer it much thought. 


He had just moved a piece of burnished yellow fabric to the side when he found it. The color was 
rather pleasing to his eyes and was the perfect shade of not too much and not too little. He picked it 
up bringing it close to his face so that he may examine it more thoroughly. It was soft between his 
fingers and appeared to rest nicely against his fair complexion. It was a deep purple that offered a 
nice contrast to the green and teals that made up his person. It clashed nicely with the golden green 
of his eyes, and more importantly it brought attention to the small purple mark in the middle of his 
forehead- the representation of the third eye- the balance of his spiritual center. 


The color felt right. 


Guizhong and Indarias had stopped their argument at the small and inquisitive noise that Xiao 
uttered. It was truly amazing they had managed to hear it over their squabbling. The little bird had 
the fabric cradled to his chest, and at the moment the two had their eyes upon him, he offered it out 
to them. They eyed the fabric with a genuine curiosity and Indarias reached out to take it from him, 
her fingers brushing against his momentarily and he felt warm at the contact. 


She observed it for a long while, holding the purple up to the red, and then again up to the green. 


Guizhong offered no input of her own, simply reached over to brush the hair from Xiao’s eyes. He 
had a feeling she would choose the fabric he had picked regardless of if she liked it or not. Simply 
happy he had made such a choice on his own. 


“This color is really nice. I think that...it will suit you well,” Indarias finally said turning to give 
him the barest trace of a smile. She still seemed unsure about him, but small steps were still steps 
and Xiao was simply happy she no longer scorned him. 


Choices were overwhelming for Alatus, but perhaps overtime Xiao could learn to live a life full of 
choices and desire. 
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Take Flight on Golden Wings 


The next few days seemed to pass in a blur. Xiao spent much of his time alone, his periods of 
solitude broken only by the appearance of Madame Ping every once in a while. The people of the 
assembly were preparing for something that much was evident to the young boy, but he was left in 
the dark with such involvement. 


It stung a bit he will admit. To be excluded so fully from the happenings of the assembly. He 
understood of course, he was not a member of Guili after all, he was nothing more than the 
glorified war prisoner that Morax kept his eyes upon. One such as he was not privy to the 
knowledge so dutifully withheld from him so he should at least be courteous enough to respect it, 
no matter how his curiosity burns. 


He was sitting atop the tallest branches of the great tree, his wings released from their magic 
bindings so that they may feel the whispered winds ruffling through their feathers. Many of the 
pins have cracked so only a few remained leavings in their place his grand and glorious feathers 
and his wings were great once more, Xiao felt as if he could cry at the familiar weight that pulled 
against his back, and Alatus preened at the beauty they shone. 


He flapped them once against the wind, felt the pull of resistance and a could not help the small 
wince when they jostled tender muscle. Healed though his wings may be the body surrounding 
them still had a long journey ahead. Guizhong had given him rather explicit instructions not to use 
his wings until he was strong enough, but the call of the sky was aching in its persuasion. Begging 
the little bird to come home and dance with the wind once more. 


But alas, Xiao cannot dance any longer. He can sway to the music of the wind yes, but only if it 
was so lead him. 


“Xiao, are you up there, child?” Came the kind and weathered tones of Madame Ping. Xiao 
glanced down from his perch, peering through twisting branches and swaying leaves to see the 
elderly adeptus waiting patient at the bottom, her hands held behind her in an effort to counteract 
the hunch she carried. Her face was calm as always, yet an uneasiness began to build in the bones 


of the little bird. 


His wings vanished in flash of light, and he began his descent, graceful feet hopping from branch to 
branch as he wound down away from the sky and back to the earth in which he was grounded. He 
jumped from the last branch, landing in a crouch amongst the weaving roots, and stayed there, his 
eyes gazing upon Ping in question. 


“My, my you got here quick. Once upon a millennia ago I was quick as well you know,” She 
laughed. It did not sound humorous, her laughter. She sounded nostalgic for a time long passed. 


Xiao’s face scrunched, not sure if he was to give a reply to such a statement. The elder adeptus 
must have taken pity on him for she chuckled low on her breath, and reached a hand out to him. 
Xiao did not hesitate as he reached his hand out to hers in reply, feeling the warmth of her skin 
against his caused that anxious burn to fade beneath his skin. He stood fully from his crouch to 
stand beside her, and Ping in turn ran her fingers through the wind tangled mess of his hair. 


“Tt is getting long again. I wonder if you will leave its length or shear it away once more?” She 
mused as she tugged playfully at the long pieces that framed against his skin. 


“Mistress Azlin liked this one's hair long. She said it was a sign of power,” Xiao whispered to her. 
“But this one....” He trailed away, lost into a bubble of uncertainty. 


Ping must have known for she smiled at him, tucking the hair behind dainty ears and leading him 
away from the tree. 


“You needn’t say it if you aren’t ready child. If you want to grow it out, there are ways to maintain 
it so it may not become gnarled once more. And should you choose to chop it away, you will be no 
less powerful than you were before. Hair does not equate to a position of power. It is a style and a 
choice, nothing more.” 


The two walked together in a rather companionable silence. It has been a few days since Xiao’s fit, 
and he seems no worse off. That is to say, he hasn’t improved by any sense of the word. Still, he 
refuses food, and still he refuses sleep but there have since been no signs of seizure. It is not ideal, 
but it is manageable. In the food that they do manage to coerce him into consuming, Marchosius 
has made sure to pack the mediocre meals full of as many nutrients as possible while still 
maintaining that rather bland flavor. 


Xiao has been none the wiser to the change in food, and his elders seemed content to letting him 
keep his ignorance. 


His bouts of harm seemed to have tapered off. Although, they could not say if it was from the little 
bird being under constant watch during the night or if Xiao has somehow managed to alleviate the 
problem on his own. He still has a rather nasty habit of chewing on his lip or twisting at his fingers, 
but if that is the worst, he is doing than it is an issue managed. 


He will get better one day. 
Perhaps. 


“Madame Ping?” Xiao asked quietly, picking at a loose thread from his borrowed clothes. The old 
Adeptus hummed in answer, her eyes flitting to meet his. “May this one ask where we are going?” 


“Ah you may child. We are going to meet Guizhong and Marchosius at the dining hall,” She 
answered him calmly in a hope to negate the storm of fear that was growing in his bones. 


Xiao, in all the day’s he has spent here at Guili has not in fact come across the third God that 
resides here. Whether that be to fate, coincidence or Xiao's uncanny ability to avoid those he does 
not wish to see is unknown. Marchosius himself has been made aware of the little bird's fear and in 
turn has made no such attempts at meeting. 


Guizhong was the one to request the meeting. She was determined to get to the root of Xiao’s food 
aversion and thought the best solution was to request the aid of the Stove God. The young adeptus 
was of course needed, it was his problem in need of solving after all, and Ping herself was to act as 
a buffer of comfort. 


Perhaps if there were two beings he trusted, the experience itself would be less harrowing. 


“Dining hall?” He whispered to himself. He phrased it like a question, one Ping knew he was not 
looking for an answer but, merely using it to sort the many thoughts he carried with him. “If we are 
going to the dining pavilion, this one should inform you that one is not hungry. I do not wish to 
waste,” he said softly, moving to pick at the skin around his fingers rather than his shirt hem. 


Ping took his hands gently in hers and pulled the offending appendages from their wrathful grip. 


“There will be food of course, as there always is should Marchosius be involved. Should you 
choose to partake in the evident feast is a choice up to you alone. I, nor any other will force you 
too,” She told him, “But I would be lying if I said I wouldn’t want you to at least try a few bites. 
Who knows you might find something you rather enjoy.” 


Xiao had some heavy doubts on if he would try any of the food that he was offered. But he was a 
good adeptus and so he nodded to the elder yet the frowned that marred his face marked him 
displeased. 


The walk was a short but familiar one. The villagers who used to glare in contempt at the mighty 
and illuminated beast instead grew used to his presence and chose instead for outright ignorance. 
This was a change welcomed by the little bird for it was rather relaxing to walk freely without the 
gaze of scorn scorching his back. 


He did not feel at peace at in the plains of Guili, merely he existed within it. His existence here was 
much the same as it was in Azlins Domain. His leash reached a bit further but bound was he still to 
the rulings of a God. 


Xiao was vaguely aware of Madame Ping speaking beside him. Her soft tones telling tale of her 
youth, he was sure she said something about getting stuck in a tree hollow of all things, but he 
could not say for sure. He would be ashamed to admit he was in fact not listening to the tales she 
regales; the very same ones he has grown to love and even anticipate the joy they would bring. his 
mind was still racing with vestiges of fear that no matter how hard he pushed down in effort to 
compose himself, that same putrid dread pushed back until it bubbled in his throat. 


He felt the ground change beneath his feet from worn down paths to structured stone. It startled 
him how fast they reached their destination whilst he was lost in the torrents of his emotion. 


Xiao swallowed back the plaguing trepidation and clenched his hands to fists in an effort to 
disguise their quaking. He thought himself less than successful in the art of deception when he felt 
Pings time worn hands cup the back of his neck, rubbing her thumb gentle against clammy skin. 
She was kind enough not to bring attention to the young Adeptus's mimicry of bravery, instead 


ushering him forward with her gentle guidance, never once straying from his side. 


True to her word only Guizhong and Marchosius sat in the echoing grandeur of the dining pavilion. 
A veritable feast was spread out across the table, as if they were feeding more than just the four of 
them. Or, perhaps three as Xiao did not plan on partaking. 


“Ah, right on time you two, come, come take a seat while the food is still hot,” Guizhong said 
cheerfully waving her hand high above her head as is she was trying to garner their attention in a 
crowded space rather than the empty hall. 


Madame Ping smiled brightly in her direction and lead the little bird to the table of the awaiting 
deities. Xiao was ashamed to admit that he had shuffled his feet in an attempt to keep the distance 
for as long as he was able. 


“No need to shout, I may be old, but I hear just fine,” Ping laughed as she took a seat, pulling Xiao 
down into the one beside her. 


“T did not shout, I am merely excited that is all,” Guizhong huffed at the elder before turning her 
gaze to the young boy. “Hello little bird. We did not disturb you I hope?” 


“No miss Guizhong. This one was doing nothing of importance,” Xiao answered back to her, head 
dipped in a bow. 


“Hm, I'm sure whatever it was that you were doing was important as long as you enjoyed it,” the 
God of Dust said in turn. 


Xiao furrowed his brow in confusion to her words. 


“Anyhow, little bird, I would like to take the chance to formally introduce you to Marchosius; The 
God of Stoves,” She held her hands out in a grand show before the God, her smiled stretching wide 
against her face. 


Said God strongly resembled that of a bear, yet whereas bears looked ferocious and feral, this one 
looked rather soft and held a smile rather than a snarl. Xiao found himself relaxing slightly at the 
less than imposing figure. He did not relax completely as he knew well how deceiving appearances 
could be. 


Marchosius squeaked in greeting his rather stumpy arm raised and was waving frantically, much in 
the same way Guizhong was doing moments prior. It was not a sound Xiao expected from the 
hulking figure, whilst yes, the God was objectively cute, he was still a rather tall and imposing 
figure his frame dwarfing Xiao's’ own in comparison. 


The spirited squeaking was so infectious in its joy the young adeptus could do nothing to stop the 
chipper chirrups that settled on his tongue. If anything, this seemed to cause the bear God to 
squeak louder hoping up and down in his overwhelming excitement. 


Guizhong laughed heartily beside him, her soft voice like bells chiming in echos across the 
pavilion. It was a nice sound, one that wrapped you in safety and filled your heart with so much 
love and joy that there was no room for sorrows and fear. 


‘ Yes,’ Thought Xiao, ‘ a very nice sound indeed.’ 


“Come now Marchosius calm yourself, we have much to do after all,’ Guizhong said with 
laughter upon her lips. She patted the Gods arm, her hand getting lost in a mass of tawny fur. 


Xiao turned to her in curiosity. 
For what reason was he here? 


“Well then, it seems you have made a most excellent first impression,” Guizhong said to him, 
smiling full, her skin around her eyes crinkling with her mirth. “But as fun as introductions can be, 
I suppose you are most curious to know why it is you have been brought here?” 


“Yes, miss Guizhong,” He whispered, eyes cast down to the stained stone before him. 


“Fear not child, it is not in anger that you were brought instead it was concern,” Ping said her hand 
reaching to his and clasping tightly. “We would like to discuss your rather sudden aversion to 
food.” 


“Oh,” said Xiao rather dumbly, “I am, just not hungry, that is all.” 


“You'll have to forgive me when I say I don’t believe you,” Guizhong said, her voice just above a 
whisper. Her face was pursed as if she tasted something sour, and Xiao felt awful that it was he 
who caused such an expression. 


He clenched his hands against the fabric of his trousers and bit harsh to his lip. Ping released his 
hand in order to pull the soft flesh from between his teeth, a look of disapproval in her eyes. 


Xiao’s eyes darted upwards to meet those of the Gods, only to fall back when he was met still with 
that twisted expression. Guizhong sighed, and his gut clenched in anticipation. 


“We are not angry, but you cannot keep doing this to yourself. This lack of nutrients and rest are 
harsh on a body still healing. You say that you do not need it but you must know that your flesh is 
failing you.” She told him, reaching across the stone table to rest her hand on his shoulder. She had 
to stand slightly from her chair, hips pushing harshly against unforgiving rock. She would bruise 
surely but Xiao still took comfort in the contact. 


“T....”” He whispered, only to have it lost against the soft blowing winds. Guizhong settled back in 
her seat and Xiao mourned the loss of warmth her touch brought. 


Xiao was choked against the emotions bubbling within him, and his eyes burned suspiciously. He 
was not so fool hardy as people would believe, though it was true his knowledge was rather lacking 
in almost all aspects of life, he did know his own self. And he knew Guizhong was correct in her 
words as harsh as they were to hear. 


Fuller though he was when he first arrived, his bones still poked sharp against thin skin, and 
darkness still encroached his vision when he moved to quick. He was tired, his mind and body 
were heavy with a fatigue that was built upon for years. 


He was tired. 
But he was also afraid. 


Afraid of the last time he allowed sleep to swallow him in its blissful dark. Scared of visions of 
Azlin that burned behind his eye lids and were stamped across his brain. 


Afraid of waking to shaking limbs and lost control. 


Of sickness and acid burning in his throat. 


He was hungry, but he did not crave what they were offering. 


He did not want the blandness of beige colored soups or the nausea the roiled when his body could 
handle the food no longer. 


He wanted to sink his teeth in to the softness of a dream and feel the sweetness coat his tongue in 
fantasies unknown. Craved that moment of happiness and love and completeness that his life had 
lacked for so long. 


Craved it and feared it. Was sickened by it, that awful trait of his that branded him nothing more 
than a beast, a monster that came out at night. The ones parents warned against but were powerless 
to protect against. 


No, Xiao was not tired, and he was not hungry for he could not be. As long as he was awake and 

full off the determination to not be hungry than he was normal. He was not a monster, and he was 
not the bloodhound of Azlin. If he was awake and hungry than he was Xiao and Xaio was a good 
thing to be. 


“Ts it the food that you don’t like?’ Guizhong asked, pulling the young adeptus from his 
tumultuous mind. “If that is the case, Marchosius is more than capable of providing you something 
more palatable.” 


“This one has no issue with the food the honorable one’s have provided.” 


“Then you feel unwell? Is that why you fight against us?” She asked, her voice begging to 
understand the broken mind of the boy before her. 


“This one is well, miss Guizhong.” 


The God of Dust let out a noise of frustration that set a startled shiver down the little birds' spine. 
Ping was quick to place her hand back on his, a solid piece of comfort in a situation out of his 
control. 


“Why do you refuse the food child?” Ping asked him softly. Kindly. 


Whatever semblance of control Xiao had maintained during this harrowing intervention was lost at 
that soft and gentle question. He could feel the sorrow and concern of her words and that burning 
behind his eyes turned itchy and blurred as tears tracked tacky marks down his cheeks. 


“Oh, little bird,’ Guizhong sounded as if she too was in tears, but Xiao could not see over his own 
filmy gaze. 


“This one is sorry,” Xiao said in lieu of an answer, too distraught in his own trauma for him to 
offer any semblance of a real answer. 


“You needn’t apologize child. We want to help, but if we do not know what ails you then we are 
not able to offer that aid,” Ping told him gently, running her hands through his hair in a rhythmic 
and soothing manner. 


“This one is beyond help. This one does not wish to waste your time on such a trivial matter,” he 
told them, voice broken by sorrow and regret. 


“You do not know that child,” Ping said, “Aid cannot come to those that do not seek it.” 


Xiao said nothing for a long while. He sat still as stone in an effort to compose his emotions and 


willed the tears to stop flowing and his breaths to stop heaving. 


“T....” He began, his brow was furrowed, and his nose wrinkled in concentration. “This one cannot 
eat the food that the honorable ones provide for too long. It is...not what this one needs.” 


Marchosius let loose a long string of squeaks and hums. They seemed to blend together until they 
sounded like nothing more than discordant noise clashing together. Xiao’s face twisted in 
confusion. He would be lying if he said he knew what the bear God uttered. 


“He asks what you mean child?” Ping told him, taking note to the questioning aura that 
surrounded him. 


“Oh,” he said in turn, “I am one to eat dreams. This one cannot consume that for which it is not 
made.” 


“You need not consume dreams anymore. I know that Azlin demanded it, but she is no longer here. 
No longer are you bound to her obligations,” Guizhong said gently, Marchosius humming in 
agreement. 


Xiao shook his head. 


“No, this one...” He trailed off, unable to collect his words in a way that relays what he is. What he 
does. How to tell someone who abhors the very thing that you are in a way that doesn’t make you 
seem monstrous. “This one’s body needs dreams, that is...one’s purpose.” 


“You... need them?” Guizhong whispered, her breath huffed out in disbelief. “You need them and 
because of your contract you do not consume them?” 


“Yes, this one’s existence was for the consumption of dreams. This one was tasked with the 
protection of sleep with the devourment of nightmares.” 


“Then you eat nightmares, not dreams?” Ping asked him quietly. 


“Tt is the same thing. Figments the mind conjures in the face of the subconscious realm. They 
sustain this one the same way,” he explained, “It was always forbidden to consume dreams for the 
addiction is never ending. It is easier to ignore a voracious hunger for something one has not 
tasted.” 


“So, the solution would be for you to eat nightmares once more. Surely if that is what you exist for 
than the repercussions are minimal?” Guizhong asked incredulously, how close the solution was. 


“There are no lasting issues in regard to nightmare eating, but...this one is not allowed,” He 
answered simply. 


“Because of your contract?” Asked Ping. 
Xiao nodded. 
“Contracts can be rewritten child. If it is for your wellbeing, then exceptions can be made.” 


“Tt is...not that simple. This one does not want to eat them. This one does not wish to be mindless 
anymore,” he whispered in sorrow. “It is not the dreams themselves that sustain beings such as this 
one, but the emotion imbued in them.” 


“Emotions?” Questioned the God of Dust. 


“Yes, nightmares are bitter in taste. Filled full of sorrow and rage, fear and uncertainty. But it is 
also relief when they are consumed, the host no longer plagued by those feelings and that relief is 
what in turns heals and sustains.” 


“And dreams? How do they differ?” Guizhong asks. 


“Dreams are very sweet. They are filled with happiness and joy. They make us more powerful, 
provide more but they are addicting in their sweetness that we consume until there is nothing left. 
Nightmares are easy to limit, consume what you need and no more. Dreams, they are harder to 
ignore. The feelings they bring are too much to ignore,” 


It was difficult to explain. How the consumption of dreams was not a death sentence, but it was the 
lack of control that causes death and emptiness. How alive he feels, how strong the joy of others 
makes him. 


How nightmares in their bitterness are just as sustaining as dreams with their sugary promise, but 
harder to go back to after tasting something better. 


How to explain that it felt impossible for him to eat nothing more than nightmares again and not 
crave the dreams that he feasted upon for so long. How scared he was that he may lose control and 
become feral in his pursuit for joy . 


How the memories and emotion embedded in the fabrics of dreams make him feel alive and that 
nightmares were not enough. How he wanted to experience the happiness and not the sorrow. How 
full of sorrow his life was, and how he wished not to experience it again. 


How the brief glimpse of elation and wonder was what kept him alive so long in the cold clutches 
of Azlin. 


He wanted them, but he feared them. 


Dreams were not enough, and nightmares were not enough. So, he will ignore that ravenous 
voracity and perhaps one day he will not feel that all-consuming ache. Perhaps then he can be 
brave enough to taste the bitter acid of a nightmare and he will begin to truly heal. 


Marchosius began to squeak again in earnest, waving and gesturing with his hands as if Xiao was 
meant to understand him. He seemed adamant on what he was saying regardless of if he 
understood it or not. Madame Ping and Guizhong seemed to have no issue with understanding as 
they seemed to nod along with everything that he was saying. 


The notion made Xiao feel small, as if he was encroaching on a conversation, he was not meant to 
be a part of. 


“He asked if we were to recreate the feelings of the dreams, if it would suffice in the same way as 
actually consuming them?” Ping asked him, her voice the conduit of squeaking bear Gods. 


“This one is unsure. This one has never eaten anything aside from dreams and beige soup,” he said 
with sincerity. The words were absolute and true, but it did not stop the pang of sadness from 
ringing through the hearts of his three companions. 


“Ts it something you are willing to try? If we can somehow mimic the same feelings, it would 
eliminate both the problem of you consuming dreams, as well as your inability to hold down food.” 


“You want to trick this one's body?” He asked unsure of the intended experiment. 


“In a sense yes. The mind is rather fickle and can trigger certain things based on memory such as 
scent or taste. If we can trick your mind into thinking you are in fact eating dreams then we can 
potentially trigger an almost placebo effect and help you to heal faster,” Guizhong explained, 
getting more excited for the prospect of what could be, “Is this something you are willing to try?” 


“This one would have to eat everything you made?” He asked with uncertainty, his stomach 
already knotted at the thought. 


“You wouldn’t have to eat all of it. Just a taste to let us know if we are on the right track taste wise, 
and the feelings the food invokes.” 


“Food can invoke feeling?” He quirked a brow at her in disbelief. 
“Of course, it can, right Marchosius?” 


The God of stove squeaked heartily, nodding his head so quickly Xiao was sure It would fall clean 
off his shoulders. He began to bunch and release the fabric of his shirt in shaking fingers. The 
thought sounded nice, to not be bound to an insatiable hunger, yet the thought of chewing and 
swallowing made his mouth water in a rather unpleasant way. Not in the way that the scent of 
dreams makes him salivate, but like when he knows he’s a few moments away of throwing up the 
contents of his stomach. 


“How would you do that?” He asked, intrigued by the idea by still shrouded in doubt. 


“Well, perhaps you can describe it for us, and we can work from there, changing dishes based on 
your thoughts of them. It would be a work in progress, but it would give us an idea,” Ping said to 
him, her head was tilted to the side in thought and chin balanced between thin fingers. “We'll start 
with an easy question then, would you rather it tastes of dreams or nightmares?” 


“Dreams...” Xiao whispers quietly, as if ashamed of his answer. 


“Okay, and what do they taste like?” Guizhong prodded, beside her the God of Stoves seemed to 
produce a small bit of parchment and a quill. The little bird was unsure where he had hidden such 
an item, but it seemed a bit too awkward a question to ask. 


Not as if he would understand his answer anyhow. 


“They are very sweet.” Xiao said, unsure how he would go about describing such a thing when 
even he did not know how to describe it other than sweet as he had nothing to compare it too. 


“Hmm, okay. And how do they feel when you eat them?” 


Xiao sat in thought for a while. When he would eat dreams in the past, he never took the time to 
consider any type of consistency. He was lost in such a haze of bloodlust that no coherent thought 
was able to pass in such a way to be memorable. He knew that nightmares were bitter and that they 
were cold, so perhaps dreams were much the same way. 


“They are cold and soft,” he answered in uncertainty. Eager to answer but hoping it not to be 
wrong. If he gets this wrong, then he has only succeeded in giving them more work. He would 
become a nuisance to them, and he prided himself on being as unobtrusive as possible. After all 
one not seen is one not hurt. 


“Okay, is there anything else?” 


“This one is unsure. One was not in the right mind when one would...” he trailed off, unable to 


finish the thought for it brought him nothing but pain to remember the days he would spend 
writhing on blood-stained stone as he was lost to voracious madness. 


“Thats alright dear, nothing to fret over. We’ll figure that out as we go.” Ping said, quick to 
interrupt his spiraling thoughts. “The most important question was how you felt when eating it 
after all.” 


“How this one felt?” he said quietly, turning the question over and over in his head. How did he 
feel when he was consuming the feelings of others. 


His first reaction was ‘I felt awful’ because truly he did, nothing made him feel more disgusting 
then stripping someone of their hopes and dreams and leaving them empty. He has always been 
empty, and he knew better than anyone how cold and lonely that was. No matter how revolting it 
was for his blade to cut a life short, at least they weren’t made to suffer. 


The truth was that he felt good he felt better than he ever has with each dream devoured, felt 
stronger felt alive! 


How monstrous was he to feel such a way at the expense of others. 


“This one felt happiness and free” he told them, his voice dripping with reverence for the imitated 
feelings. “Eating dreams made this one feel full, like I was never empty in the first place. This one 
felt as if I truly existed.” 


Perhaps, if this worked, he could exist once more. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Take Flight on Golden Wings 


The next few days were somewhat hectic for the young adeptus. It seemed that every time he 
turned around Guizhong would be there, a new dish in hand. It wasn’t as if he didn’t appreciate her 
efforts but after a while just the sight of the food caused his stomach to sour. 


The first dish held the consistency of a thick soup. It was creamy, and a delicate foam clung to the 
side of the vessel. There was chopped pieces of fruit that floated around the top and drizzled with a 
sweet honey. It was not the most repulsive thing that ever sat upon his tongue but all the same it 
did not meet any expectations of a dream. 


When the liquid spilled across his taste buds the sensation made his skin crawl. It was thick and 
seemed to coat uncomfortably against his throat in an effort to choke him. It wasn’t cold like 
dreams, more tepid than frigid and too subtle a sweetness. 


He took one bite and refused anymore. 


Guizhong seemed put off at his reaction, but smiled none the less, as if his effort was all that 
mattered. 


“How can I improve it,” 
“The texture is wrong,” he said simply. 


Perhaps if it wasn’t so runny it would have been better. Perhaps if it melted instead of oozed it 
would have been better. If this fixed it than it would not be so difficult for the adeptus to pretend it 
was a dream. 


Yes, perhaps it was just different in texture. 


The second one was gelatinous in nature. There was a condensation that clung to the edges 
dripping down the sides and pooling around it on the plate. It decidedly does not look appetizing 
was all that Xiao could think as he watched it jiggle on the plate. He took a shaking spoonful to his 
lips anyway. 


There was a bite to this one and almost pudding like despite its apperance. It seemed to almost pop 
out across his mouth and faded away nicely without leaving behind the thick coating like the last. 


It was sweeter too, but it still lacked that sweetness that dreams brought. 


“And this one, how does it compare?” 
“Dreams are sweeter. Not, not too sweet but...more,” he said to her calmly. 


Yes, they need to be sweeter so that he may feel in in his teeth. If it was sweeter than he could 
pretend he was swallowing dreams and he can start to feel better and he won’t burden the 
honorable ones so much. 


Yes, perhaps if it was sweeter. 


When the third dish was presented to him, he could smell the sugary sweetness that wafted off of 
it. This one was also gelatinous but cloudier in color and it didn’t drip nearly as much liquid. It 
didn’t wiggle as much as the last, and there seemed to be a syrup drench across the top. 


When he took his bite, the sweetness seemed to coat his teeth in a cloying sugariness. It caused an 
almost tingle in his teeth and he felt his toes curl. 


For a moment, if he closed his eyes, he could almost believe it was a dream sliding soft down his 
throat. It settled nicely in his stomach, and he felt a bit warmer. Which is a strange concept, to feel 
warm at the feeling of food. 


It was especially strange considering dreams are rather cold in nature. 
“And this, what do you think little bird?” 

“Tt needs to be colder,” was his soft reply. 

“Colder? But to keep the same texture and taste?” 

“Yes, it just needs to be colder.” 


The fourth ended in failure, too frozen to eat, and the fifth ended much the same. Guizhong and 
Marchosius seemed to grow agitated at their continuous failure and Xiao found guilt worming its 
way through his stomach and bones at their scrunched-up faces as they slave away over stoves and 
pots. 


He attempted to have them stop their seemingly pointless endeavor, claiming that their previous 
attempt would suffice. He could stomach the food and he found that —whilst not as tasty as a 
dream- it still was pleasant to eat. Guizhong told him that it would work for now, just until she 
cracked the correct recipe. 


Xiao, knowing he lost the battle to the stubborn God relented rather quietly, hoping she would drop 
the issue on her own, and just provide the previous attempt as suggested without any excess 
prodding. 


Yet somehow, he doubted that very much. Though he had not been at the assembly long, he knew 
the God of Dust was stubborn in nature; even a blind man could see that with little trouble. 


Most of Xiao's afternoons were for /earning. He was just finishing his literature lessons with 
Menogias, the taller adeptus was putting away quills and parchment, a serene smile on his face. 
The geo yaksha always appeared poised, his eyes were lidded in contentment and his pace was 
languid and leisure. There was no rush, and the little bird felt a calmness in his presence. 


It was a far cry different than the feelings of fear that would bubble within him when he had first 
met the gentle man. He was sure that if he looked deep enough then he could still find that fear. 
Follow its twisting and winding path to the epicenter of his heart where it quivered at the power 
the man radiated. 


He was sure he could find it, but Xiao found himself not wanting to look. Found himself wanting 
to just exist beside someone greater in power than he; but not fear their being. 


It was nice. Existing for a moment without fear. 


How deprived was he of joy and safety that this simple action could cause his heart to slow its 
frantic pounding and his lungs to expand with air of freedom. 


“How did you enjoy your lesson today, Xiao?” Menogias said, his dulcet tones carrying gentle on 
the winds back. 


Xiao shivered, lips quirking upwards in a gentle imitation of a smile at the mere sound of his name. 
It was strange to get used to, but he found that he thrived in those moments of completeness for he 
now has a name bound to no one. He cannot help but smile at the sound. 


The others noticed as well and found his name slipping from their tongues more often than is 
strictly necessary. It is worth it in the end, to see his eyes alit with life. 


“This one still does not understand all of the pictures,” he said, twisting his fingers in fear of his 
failures. 


Menogias just smiled to him. 


“They are called logograms. A variety of nations use them, and they vary greatly between them. I 
admit they are rather difficult to learn, in fact it is near impossible to learn them all,” the yaksha 
explained to him. He could not help but laugh at the bewildered expression that overcame the little 
adeptus’ face at the mention of multiple language variations. 


“If you cannot learn them all then why learn to begin with?” Xiao asked, his question was both 
childish as well as insightful. A truly precarious balance that only one so young could have the 
ability to ask, eye not yet blinded by the rigid rules of life. 


“Well, we learn so that we can effectively learn further, and in turn teach to those that need it. We 
learn so that we may meet and love and enjoy everything that we are able. You don’t need to know 
an entire language and its nuances to hold conversation, just enough to engage yourself easily. Just 
as you don’t need to learn the languages of other nations if you were to have no desire for travel.” 


“T guess?” Xiao said, though he sounded entirely uncertain. “This one is not sure one understands 
completely though...” He trailed off, twisting his finger into the hem of his shirt. 


“Tt's alright. You needn’t understand everything immediately. To learn at your own pace is the best 
way to ensure understanding,” 


Xiao furrowed his brow at the wording, but nodded his head none the less, not too interested in 
ending up in a philosophical debate, especially now when his brain already feels overcrowded. 


“Has Lady Guizhong made head way into your new clothing?” Menogias said, steering the 
conversation away from the tedious work and into something more lighthearted. He learned early 
on in their lessons that once the little bird became too overwhelmed with an onslaught of 
information, he tended to shut down rather quickly. 


“She has not mentioned anything to this one. Miss Guizhong has been fixing recipes.” 


“Ah yes, I heard of that predicament as well. And how do you feel in all of this, it concerns you 
after all.” 


Xiao thought on those words for a moment. It was a strange thing to ask someone of his stature. 
What he thought is irrelevant to those in higher power, and so he told Menogias as much. The geo 
user sighed heavily and placed the last inkwell into his shoulder basket. 


“T... understand the transition from Azlin’s control of power to the openness of the assembly are 
difficult to grasp. Being in a situation for so long, it changes how one would view the world. 
However, I would like you to know that people here, they care about you Xiao. They want you to 
be clothed and warm and fed. It is basic human decency at its best and adding in your adeptal 
nature it is only natural for you to be treated in high regards.” 


“This one does not understand,” He replied, chewing on his lip in thought. 
“Okay, to what extent are you confused?” 


“The ones of the assembly care not for this one. This one brings about glares and scorn when one 
is seen.” 


“You speak of the mortals?” 


“Yes, and the other adepti as well. I bring nothing but hardship and anger. I am doing my best to 
recover so that I may not bother the peoples any longer.” 


“Bother the people....”” Menogias whispered to himself before speaking up, his tone taking on a 
rather frantic note. “You plan to leave the assembly then?” 


“Yes, this one does not wish to cause strife in the people. I am a stain on the goodness the 
honorable ones have achieved. I wish not to let my corruption spread, so I shall leave whence Rex 
Lapis deems me healthy enough to do so.” 


“You are not a stain, Xiao,” Menogias said to him softly, reaching out a hand to tuck a strand of 
hair behind the little bird's ear. 


He was pleased to note that the young adeptus barely flinched under his touch. Almost as if the 
reaction was habit over fear. His eyes did not give way to fear, only to confusion. Menogias could 
almost feel his heart breaking beneath such a gaze. He understood the point that Xiao had made. 
How could he not for he has seen the vicious glares and heard the scathing whispers. To say the 
people of the assembly were pleased with his arrival would be nothing short of lying. 


They tolerated him, for that is what their Gods have asked of them. 


Xiao began to twist anxiously at his fingers and Menogias reached out his own, cradling the small 
and trembling palms between his battle worn ones. It was easy then, to see how broken the child 
truly was. He could put on many a show, showcasing his bravery. But in the end, he is nothing 
more than a bird who fell from his nest, sitting upon the ground waiting for death. 


No matter to the passerby who scooped up the trembling thing and placed him back to safety, the 
feeling of fear, and falling is too much for one so young. Safe yes, but now that he has felt that 
doom looming over him, he’Il never feel true safety. A shame, for one so young. 


For only those you have not felt the sting of fear are ignorant enough to ignore it. 


“This one is. This one brings nothing, but sorrow and fear and it lingers long after one has left. If 
one is not a stain to happiness, then one is something worse surely?” 


“You are neither a stain nor something worse. You are a victim to a war waged by Celestia much 
like everyone else,’ Menogias explained to him. Trying desperately to keep himself calm even at 
the vicious words Xiao speaks of himself. “One does not always get to choose their fate. 
Sometimes, fate guides us along a path that seems unfair or cruel and we are powerless to her 
currents of change. You did not choose to harm, but you can choose to heal. It will not be easy, and 
it will take time for wounds so deep, but you, for whatever reason were guided this way. Take the 
opportunity to build yourself an image most true to who you are.” 


“This one does not know who he is.” 
“Then perhaps it's time to find him?” 


Menogias smiled, shifting his weight so that he sat beside the little bird as opposed to before him. 
Almost on instinct Xiao huddled closer to the taller man, his draping and heavy robes shrouded 
around the smallers frame spreading warmth across wind chilled skin. 


“Where would one look to find him?” Xiao asked, curling his fingers around the bronze cloth, 
pulling it closer to himself. 


“Hm, perhaps it would be nice to reflect on all of the things you’ve enjoyed since leaving Azlin,” 


Xiao hummed in agreement and the geo yaksha could not help but sigh in helplessness for how had 
they even arrived at such a topic as this in the first place? 


Perhaps he should have expected it. 


When evening descended upon the plains the little bird retired to his room. He watched anxious to 
the doorway, the cloth blowing gentle in the wind, as he waited for the one that would be in charge 
of him during the night. He did not know why not knowing caused him such distress, for it is 
always the same people but the waiting caused his heart to race regardless of what him brain tells 
him to be true. 


It will not be Menogias, for he was with him earlier, and it will not be madame Ping for she was 
here in the last night. He knows it will be either of the honorable Gods, or Bonanus to take vigil. 


He knew that, but what if, just this once it was not? 


Waiting seemed to take longer than it normally would. He could hear the sounds of the village 
dying away for the night, and still no one had arrived. Perhaps he should have taken joy in not 
being stared at for the entirety of the night. Perhaps he should have been happy at the prospect of 
being alone , something he craves when the sun sits high. 


But he doesn’t. He feels anxious and sick at the change of routine. Especially a change that he was 
not made aware of. It felt much like being in Azlin’s Domain, that over encompassing feeling of 
wrongness and uncertainty that seemed to shroud him in its choking grasp. Not knowing if 
someone was coming today, or the next or months down the line. 


Xiao did not like waiting. The longer one waited the worse the next interaction was to be. Almost 
like an omen. 


He began to scratch at his wrist in an effort to expel that anxious hum thrumming through his chest. 
Blunt fingers rubbing methodically across milky flesh causing tracks to run after them. Red and 
bumpy with irritation. 


The more he scratched the more it hurt and the rapid voices in his head seemed to slow, and the 
constriction in his chest seemed to lesson. And so, he scratched harder, chasing that feeling of 
calmness. And drawing blood at his mindlessness. 


Xiao almost jumped from his skin when the curtain was pulled back quickly, as if the person 
behind it was summoned by Xiao's recklessness. 


It was Bonanus today. 


She was out of breath as she scurried into the room, the tips of her horns scraping against the wood 
grain as she entered through the doorway. 


Normally she ducks. 


It was strange to see her so out of sorts. Bonanus had come to be seen as gentle and well put 
together. At least, through Xiao’s eyes she was. It was rather jarring to see her in such a state, 
sweating and red faced as she was. She smiled at him, even though her chest was heaving and 
sweat dotted against her hair line. 


“T apologize for being so late. Our meeting ran long, and when I was almost here, I realized I 
forgot this, so I had to go back and get it,” She explained to him, holding up a parcel wrapped in a 
handkerchief. It did not take any effort at all to realize that what she held aloft in her grasp was the 
newest bit of food he was to try. Xiao shuddered at the thought. “I’m sorry if it’s a bit messy. I ran 
all the way here,” She laughed. 


She went to hand him the package but stopped short at seeing the mess he made of his arm. Her 
face twisted into a visage of sorrow, and she instead placed the food on the table beside him, 
moving across the room to grab the basket of medicinal supplies that seemed to have made a 
permanent home in his dwelling. It had been a few days since the basket was needed, and Xiao felt 
almost sad at its return. 


A foolish notion he knew, but seeing it still made his insides squirm like he had done something 
wrong. 


“Tm sorry,” Bonanus said to him, and she took her seat beside him on the bed. “I shouldn’t have 
made you wait for so long.” 


“This one is the one that caused injury. This one should be the one apologizing. One knows the 
behavior is wrong.” 


Bonanus shook her head, smiling sadly to him. 


“T should have come here first, and then told you where I was going. I know you dislike waiting, 
and I know you dislike change. It was wrong of me, and I apologize.” 


“But -” Bonanus cut him off before he had the chance to utter any more self-deprecating words. 


“T know that when you are uncertain or scared you tend to act out in self destructive behaviors. My 
tardiness caused this and for that I am sorry. I know you have been doing so well in your recovery, 
and I apologize for this minor setback. I will not hear another word on the matter, alright? Just let 
me tend to you.” 


Xiao could do nothing more than nod his head to the hydro user. He made no move at resistance as 
she took proper hold of his arm, and with a gentle cloth began to wipe the blood from his skin. The 
motion kind of itched as it rubbed against raw skin, but it seemed more an annoyance than actual 
pain, so Xiao ignored it, as he ignored most inconveniences in his life. 


He was pulled from his musings at the cold feel of the medicinal paste, and the rough feel of the 
binding cloths. He looked up to meet Bonanus’ eye and she smiled to him. 


“All done. Now, I've withheld your dinner long enough, I think it’s time to eat, don’t you?” 


The little bird nodded, although, if he was being truthful, it was the absolute last thing he wanted to 
do at the moment was eat. His stomach still felt rather knotted, and he didn’t feel quite as there as 
he should. But good pets do not argue and so he took the wrapped parcel without complaint. 


He ignored the way his hands shook. 


When he unwrapped the cloth, he was met with a bow of half melted, gelatinous soup. Beside him 
he could see Bonanus cringe at the sight of his dinner, but Xiao, the dutiful adeptus he was took 
the spoon in hand. 


“Ah, that actually looks worse than I thought it would. Sorry, you don’t have to eat it if you don’t 
want too. I know the taste is probably going to be different now that’s it's all melted.” 


Xiao ignored her and took a spoonful to his lips. The moment it touched his tongue he fought hard 
to keep the cringe from showing on his face. The food was tepid in temperature, and small ice 
crystals cracked in his teeth. 


It was sweet however, so he could not offer much complaint in that department. 


He swallowed and placed the spoon back in the bowl before placing the vessel back on the 
nightstand and pushing it further away from himself. 


Bonanus giggled at the display. 
“T told you; you didn’t have to eat it. I would have explained to Lady Guizhong what happened.” 


“This one promised one would try a bite of all the food she has made me. This one was required to 
try a bite.” 


“Ah, I think perhaps she would have made an exception this time, seeing as the dish was not 
presented on how she would have liked you to eat it. Sorry, again by the way.” 


“Miss Bonanus need not offer this one an apology.” 


“Well, I will offer you one anyway. Now!” She cheered, clapping her claws together in excitement. 
The sudden change in volume causing Xiao to jump. “I have something you ask you, and I wish 
you to keep an open mind, alright?" 


Xiao nodded, his lips tugging down slightly in preparation for the question. He found he did not 
like when people asked him things, it opened up too many discussions he would rather keep closed. 


"Do you remember Indarias?” 
“Yes, she is the pyro yaksha. She helped this one to choose his clothes.” 


“Yep! She wants to meet you proper. What do you think?” 


“Oh, this one thought we had already done such a thing” 
“Mm, kind of?” Bonanus said, holding her chin in thought. “Lady Guizhong was there though, and 
so I don’t think you actually met Inda.” 


“This one... does not understand. How can one meet someone, but not truly meet them?” 


Bonanus sat on the bed before him, pulling up her legs so that they crossed in front of her and 
rested her elbow on her knees. Xiao could not fathom how a position could be comfortable but 
instead shifted so that he could face he fully, bringing his knees to his chest and hugging his arms 
around them. 


The scene was rather domestic, like two siblings talking about their day. To glance at them, one 
would be none the wiser to the chaos that bubbles beneath their skin. Would not know the 
bloodshed they both had caused as weapons of a war that has nothing to do with them. 


“Thats a good question,” She hummed in thought. “It’s like this: sometimes, when people are 
around others that they deem important or of higher stature, they will change how they act, even if 
it is not how they act on the daily. Does that make sense?” 


“So, because miss Guizhong was there, Indarias did not act like Indarias?” 
“Right!” 


“She did not seem to like me even in the presence of the honorable one. This one does not think 
they want to meet her,” Xiao told her honestly. He could still remember her burning glares across 
the table. 


And although it was true that she had almost warmed up to him by the end of their time together, 
he could not help but feel that she would still prefer not to be near him at all. She seemed to 
tolerate him at best. 


“She really does wish to meet you. It will not be the first time you met her either, barring the 
meeting when you first arrived, you have seen her at Jeuyun as well as at Lady Guizhong’s 
workshop. You were not alone either of those times and you needn’t be alone this time. I can 
accompany you like I did with brother Menogias.” 


“And you will not leave this one?” 


“No, I shall remain with you. And should you wish to leave for any reason then you may,” she said 
to him gently, taking his hands in hers and looking to his eyes so that he may see her sincerity. 
“You are not trapped and are free to go as you please.” 


“Okay,” He whispered, shutting his eyes against the emotion that was welling up behind them. 
Bonanus sighed and squeezed his hands. 


“You need not decide now. I want you to think on it, and I want your decision to come from what 
you truly want, not what you think others do. Think on it, and when you have your answer, you can 
tell me. Indarias is not so important that she cannot wait.” 


Xiao only nodded to her, and it was easy to see that he had shut down and wanted to stray far away 
from this particular conversation, and so Bonanus took the reins and began to tell him of her work 
for the day. It was rather boring work, but she made sure to exaggerate the stories from the village 
and downplay the seriousness of her meetings in an attempt to ease the growing unrest of the little 
bird. 


It seemed to have helped as he loosened up little by little until his golden eyes opened to stare 
calmly and trusting to her own. 


It was nice, just two siblings talking of their day. 


Not that, Bonanus saw Xiao as a sibling. Of course. 


The next morning, Bonanus was relieved of her duty by the appearance of Morax. The hydro user 
jumped at the sight of the God, not used to seeing anyone other than Guizhong, or Madame Ping 
walk through the door. It was a bit jarring, and she stumbled her way to a respectful bow. 


Xiao following her lead, bowed low and letting his forehead touch the sheets where he sat. 


“No need for bowing. I came at the request of Madame Ping. She would like Xiao to rest today, 
and so has given me explicit instructions to see he does just that,” 


Xiao flinched where he sat and raised slightly so that he may look to his God. 
“This one does not require sleep.” He parroted back as he has so many times before. 


“Yes, a response most anticipated. I will not require you to sleep; we thought it best to try 
something different in terms of ‘sleep’. I would like you to try meditating, to see if that eases some 
of the strain on oneself,” Morax explained to him, his horns seemed to flicker brighter for just a 
moment before going back to their dim glow. 


It was a rather curious peculiarity about the prime adeptus, this glowing that he did. 


“This one does not know how to meditate,” Xiao told him simply, tilting his head to the left in 
confusion. 


“Something that can be learned worry not. Although many cannot achieve it right away so do not 
feel discouraged if you cannot do it.” Morax told him and motioned for him to follow with a gentle 
wave of his hand. “I thought Luhua Pool would be an excellent spot to try. You are free to do as 
you please for the day Bonanus,” he said, turning to her with a pointed look. 


His horns brightened and dimmed once more. 


The hydro yaksha nodded and dipped once more to a shallow bow, knowing a dismissal when she 
heard one. She turned to the little bird and placed a hand to his head ruffling his hair and dipping 
her head slightly so that she may press a kiss to the shell of his ear. 


Xiao started at the motion but did not pull from the warmth, his eyes shifting to the side so he may 
look to her with the best of his ability. 


“T wish you luck in your endeavors, little bird,” she whispered to him, and pulled away letting her 
hand rest in his hair just a moment longer. She bowed once more to Morax before finally taking her 
leave. 


As she left the room, she could not help but glance behind her hoping to take a peek at the pair as 
they left so that she may properly gauge how Xiao was feeling. She trusted Rex Lapis enough to 
know he would never cause him any undue stress on purpose, but still, she could not help but 
worry over one so fragile. 


She nodded respectively to the few wandering villagers, checking back every so often. It was 
apparent they would not be leaving any time soon. She had a feeling Morax knew of her 
apprehension and kept them back until he was sure she was no longer in sight. Xiao was going to 
be fine; he was going to be safe of that she had no doubt. Just thinking of how the honorable God 
handled the little birds fit was proof enough of that. 


She found herself treading a familiar path, making her way to a clearing of wildflowers. She and 
her fellow generals would take their morning meal together often joking and working all in one. It 
was nice, a time to truly relax with her family with no pressing matters weighing heavy on their 
shoulders. 


She was not surprised to see the three of them already gathered, her normal spot still open and 
inviting just waiting for her to claim it. The wind echoed with their jovial laughter, and she felt 
eons lighter at the sound of their merriment. There was a plate of food waiting for her, and she felt 
her stomach grumble at the thought. 


“You were not waiting long I hope?” She asked as she took her seat between Bosacius and 
Indarias. 


“Bon!” Indarias cried out with joy as she threw her arms around her sister's shoulders. “You'll take 
my side on this!” She said, shooting a glare at their eldest brother, Bosacius. 


“Side on what?” 


“Bo over here,” She said, shooting her thumb in his direction, “thinks that if brother Meno and I 
were to duel, that Menogias would be the victor. Can you believe such slanderous lies?” 


“Hm, perhaps I think it would depend on who could hold out longer. Menogias can shield and 
crystalize your element, however your speed is superior to his. I suppose it would come down to 
stamina,” she said thoughtfully. Trying hard not to laugh at her sister's pouting face. 


“Tt would be me. I would win,” Indarias said with absolute certainty, crossing her hands over her 
chest. 


“Yes, of course you would,” Menogias said, raising his hands in a placating manner. The motion 
has done nothing to calm his defiant sister. Indarias seemed to flare with the power of her burning 
pyro, face scrunching in a mocking sentiment of anger. 


“Oh, are you pitying me now!” 


“Of course not, Inda. Douse those flames!” He retorted back, face hard and unmoving, but his eyes 
seemed to glow with joy. 


“He’s mocking me now. Look what you started Bo,” She grumbled, her lips smirking upwards as 
she held back her own laughter. 


The four of them continued their meals in relative calmness. There were jokes and finger poking. 
There were discussions on patrol routes as well as discussions on their training juniors. There was 
given praise and given advice and the world for just a moment seemed untouchable. 


Peaceful. 
Calm. 


But every calm comes with a storm, and Indarias brought that storm blazing hot with hell fire and 


ash. It was a storm unknowingly thrust upon the world with nothing more than a simple question. 
“Have you spoken with him Bon?” She asked of her gentle sister. 

“T have. I don’t have an answer for you, not yet anyway. I told him he could think on it,” 
Indarias looked disappointed for a moment before she brightened again in understanding. 

“Spoke with who?” Menogias asked, taking a sip of his tea, his brows knit inwards in confusion. 


“Inda wants to meet the little bird proper,” Bonanus explained to him easily. She was very aware of 
Bosacius tensing at the causal use of the young adepti’s moniker. 


“Meet him?” said the Marshall, his voice coated in caution and disbelief. 


“Yes, [just figured, perhaps it is time to get over this stigma I have of him. When I was with him 
when I was aiding Lady Guizhong, I think I began to understand where brother Menogias and 
Sister Bonanus were coming from. I wish to determine his character in a situation far from battle, 
that is all.” 


“So, all of you are now choosing to ignore the danger he brings,” 


“We are not ignoring it Bosacius. We all have felt his power, and we are all aware of what he is 
capable of, but perhaps it is time to look past appearance and look instead to the person.” Menogias 
said, ever the calm one. 


“We have a responsibility to the assembly! We swore to keep it safe!” 


“And we will. Brother, why do you abhor him so?” Bonanus asked him softly, not used to seeing 
her brother, her /eader so unhinged in his emotion. 


“You were not there. You did not see him harm your family as you were powerless to stop him. If 
you coddle him now, it will only cause you more pain when he betrays us, and you are forced to 
put him down.” He yelled out in anger and the two women flinched at his clenched fists. This was 
not the kind and gentle soul they love so dearly. 


Menogias leaned forward in challenge. 


“T understand greatly where you are coming from brother. I understand the fear, for I felt it too 
when you and Inda arrived hurt as you were. I understand it in the whispered terror of the 
townsfolk. I understand, I do. But brother! I also understand he bares that same fear. I can see it in 
the way he holds himself, and how he flinches, I can hear it in every apology he utters.” The geo 
yaksha seethes harshly through his teeth. 


“He caused injury to your family, why do you ignore such a fact!?” the electro user bellowed, his 
hands cracking with the purple glow of lightning. 


“Have you not hurt him as well?” Menogias shouted back. 
“Tt is different!” 


“How? It is different because he fought for a side not your own. Because he was not employed by 
the hand of Morax, then his pain and suffering is justified?!” 


“He is the enemy!” 


“He stopped being the enemy the moment Morax saved him! He stopped being the enemy the 
moment Azlin perished! Why do you not grow past this ceaseless anger! ?” 


“T needn’t grow past anything; I know my duty it is time now for you to learn yours!” Bosacius 
growled. 


Indarias and Bonanus flinched at the harshness, yet Menogias stayed as still as the stone he 
embodies. His eyes were calm, spirit unwavering. His voice steady as he spoke. 


“T know very well my duty, and I uphold it with pride. I cannot follow blindly, a man that does not 
look past his own grudges. I shall not follow a man that forsakes a child as a way to honor his 
pride. Your Gods have placed trust in this child, and you would ignore the work they put in to 
rehabilitating him. I do not follow a man too bullheaded to protect anything other than his ego.” 


“So that is what you have chosen?” Bosacius said in turn, his voice near silent in its disbelief. 


“T will not tarnish my own pride by breaking down the soul of another. Xiao does not pose threat to 
us or the people. He is a kind soul damaged by a war he was born into and slighted by a God rabid 
with power. He is a yaksha, just as we are and still you choose to ignore his potential.” 


“That hound is no yaksha!” 


“He is brother, can you not feel his light?” Bonanus whispered, almost afraid to break the 
tenseness that blanketed over them. Indarias had her arms locked around her sister's bicep, eyes 
bouncing between the two arguing men. 


“He is no yaksha!” Bosacius growled once more before standing, leaving his siblings behind in his 
long and sweeping strides. His four arms swinging at his side, fists still clenched in anger. 


“T’m sorry,” Indarias whispered, moving her arms so that she may clutch and the hem of her dress. 
Her eyes were burning with tears, and her shoulders shook with the suppression of her emotion. 


“You need offer no apology. You have chosen to grow in your maturity and Bosacius chose still to 
stay stagnant. I thank you for looking past your prejudice. Xiao is a wonderful young man, I think 
you will grow to care for him as deeply as we do,” Menogias said, pulling his sister to rest against 
his chest, arms coming up to shield her from her brother's anger. Bonanus leaned in wrapping her 
arms tight around her sister as well. 


Menogias shifted, pulling one arm free from where it was sandwiched between the two women, 
and curled it around his sisters as they began to cry at the unfairness of the world. 


Menogias was calm and steady as the stone he embodies, yet even stone will break under pressure. 


Chapter End Notes 


My happenings! 


1.) PJO cast is finally coming out, a trailer was released and now I find myself needing 
to read the books once more. Got to be prepared ya'know? 


2.) My old lady dog has been stiff, and her arthritis is getting worse, so I need to get 
her x-rays, only problem is that vet hospitals across the board are booked solid for 
months on end. My vet/coworker has offered to squeeze her in, but my dog needs 
sedation for x-rays and I don't want to overwhelm her plate because that takes a 
significant time slot, and she needs to me monitored until she's completely awake for 
safety reasons ya'know. 


3.) Anxiety has been so sky high lately that I found myself in hyper fixation of playing 
stardew valley. Nothing more calming then watering some virtual crops. 


4.) It is finally fall, and the cold has awakened my soul! Fuck summer honestly. Pretty 
sure the school system just brainwashed us into liking it because it was out reprieve 
from classes. 


chapter 19 


Chapter Notes 


Hey! It only took like what? Three weeks this time? 
Thats improvement. 

Anyway, here's the next chapter: 

Happy Reading! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Take Flight on Golden Wings 


Morax and Xiao settled in the low waters of Luhua, each of them was silent as they looked across 
the alluring landscapes of Liyue that stretched before them. The place was wonderful, it was scenic 
and calming yet Xiao had never felt so anxious and unprepared in the entirety of his existence. 


Beside him Morax was silent. He too gazed across the arching lands, his face was calm, and his 
stance relaxed. Xiao could not fathom how he could be so at peace as a war waged around them. If 
one tried hard enough, he was sure you could smell the metallic tinge of iron that sunk heavy in the 
soil where the wildflowers bloomed. Thought you could hear the dying screams of soldiers and the 
battle cries of the victorious. He was so sure one could hear them —if they only tried hard enough- 
yet at peace Morax sat. 


Xiao tried hard to relax the tenseness of his muscles, but they refused to yield to his commands and 
only seemed to tighten more in expectation. Meditation did not seem so daunting a task, in fact, he 
has seen many of mortals lost in the trance during his many years of life and yet he could not find 
it in himself to ease. 


They had not even begun, and he was already more tense than when they arrived, and beside him 
Morax sat silent. 


His eyes were open, so Xiao did not think he had begun meditating, and had a feeling he was 
waiting just for the little bird to grasp some semblance of peace before they truly began. Despite 
everything, the little bird still felt an inkling of stress and fear when in the presence of the Warrior 
God, and Xiao also felt as if Morax was aware of such a situation. His draconic senses probably 
keen to the scent of fear that wafted off the young adeptus in waves. 


“Are you well?” Morax quite voice rumbled deep in this chest and seemed to vibrate through the 
little birds' bones. Xiao startled, his head whipping to the side to stare in surprise. 


“Ah, yes, this one apologizes for wasting so much time,” Xiao said in a hurry, dipping his 
shoulders to a shallow bow. 


“Apologies are unneeded. I ask only because the art of meditation is built on the foundations of 
serenity.” 


“This one is well,” Xiao whispered and took in a deep breath through his nose, letting it whoosh 
out of his mouth in an attempt to gather his wits about him. It did not work, yet he still felt more in 
control then he had previously. 


Morax raised his brow in the adeptus’ direction but gave a small nod anyway. He shifted so he sat 
more upright, his back straight with his legs crossed Infront, hands rested relaxed in his lap. 


“Get comfortable, the position matters not so long as it something you can comfortably maintain 
for a while,” Morax instructed him. His deep voice was quiet, calming. He spoke so softly, as if he 
feared spooking the one before him, which, was not so far off the mark if one was to be completely 
honest. 


Xiao shifted around as quiet as he was able, not wanting to disturb the peace that Morax had begun 
to create. He leant against the scratchy stone boarder of the pool, the water was cool against his 
waist as he brought one leg to hug against his chest, the other straightened out in front of him. His 
arms wrapped loose around his shin and his chin raised upon his knee. 


“Close your eyes,” Morax whispered, his own cor lapis eyes hidden behind fluttering lids. 


Xiao tensed, the water rippling in response to his body's movement, his gazed locked onto the God, 
heart hammering in his chest at the mere prospect of closing his eyes to the happenings around 
him. 


“Tt is alright, no harm shall befall you so long as I stand sentinel,’ Morax murmured to him, his 
eyes still closed, his body still calm. 


Xiao took another breath, slowly shutting his eyes at the exhale, his arms tightening around his leg 

as if in effort to protect his being. He could hear his heart pounding heavy in his ears. The phantom 
hand of Azlin stroked languid across his spine, Alatus could not help but shutter, and Xiao screwed 
his eyes shut tighter against the memory. Yet the tighter his eyes closed the clearer her face seemed 
to be. Bleeding into existence against the fluttering backdrop of his eye lids. 


‘Mistress Azlin is gone.’ He chanted in his head, a mantra of protection and affirmation. 


‘Mistress Azlin is gone.’ He chanted softly beneath his breath, nails digging into the soft flesh of 
his calf. 


‘Mistress Azlin is gone.’ He whispered; his eyes screwed tightly shut so that he was not tempted to 
open them despite her mocking face staring back at him. 


Morax did not speak during the turmoil that boiled heavy in Xiao’s veins. He did not reassure, nor 
did he pressure. Simply he existed. He made his breath heavier so that it settled between the pair. A 
reminder than the little bird was not alone in that self-made darkness. He was not alone in the 
nightmares of memories past. He was not alone in the memories that plagued his mind in perpetual 
loops of agony. 


Xiao focused on the Gods grounding presence. His body slowly relaxing in the safety the dragon 
provided. 


‘Mistress Azlin is gone.’ He said in his mind, ‘ Rex Lapis killed her, and Rex Lapis saved me. He is 
here, and this one is safe.’ 


Again and again, he said those words to himself in attempt to convince his brain, convince his 
heart and slowly, so achingly slow Azlin began to fade from his mind's eye until there was nothing 
but the dark. 


“ Meditation is about centering the spirit, to heal the spirit is to also heal the body. You must first 
find your focus and center your breathing,” Morax instructed him, taking in a large and 
exaggerated breath. “Focus on the sound around you and calm your mind.” 


Xiao followed his lead, taking in a large breath and letting it release heavy from his lips. His eyes 
twitched rapidly beneath closed lids, and he kept swallowing as if his body was attempting to 
drown him in the over production of saliva. He strained his senses, trying desperately to grasp at 
something to occupy his mind. 


“Do not force the calm,” Morax said to him, as if sensing the little bird's unease. “Let the lands 
work for you. Listen to the water as if ripples around you, and to the leaves that rustle. The world 
is calm, and in turn it creates calm.” 


The young adeptus took in a shuddering breath and released it once more as he let his ears listen 
instead of his mind. Focused on the steady dripping of the pools and the quiet clacking of the 
scuttling crabs. The ones Morax does not like, Xiao recalled. He was aware of the cool water and 
the material of his trousers sticking to his skin. The faint whistling of the morning breeze seemed 
to caress his skin, and slowly to world began to fade away, a background noise to the faint and 
steady thump of his heart against his breast. 


“Good,” Morax whispered, “Keep your breath steady, and slowly let your mind slip away. This 
place is safe and in turn so are you.” 


Slowly even the sound of his heartbeat faded to undistinguishable noise as his mind fell further and 
further away from him. He felt as if he should have been afraid, but he could not find that fear now 
to lost in the serenity that enveloped him in a protective embrace. The power Morax emitted felt as 
if it was casting an impenetrable shell around him, and never had he felt to at ease in his own skin. 


Slower and slower his mind drifted, and the farther it fled the more relaxed his body fell, his mind 
still so blissfully blank. So unperturbed by the past, so free in his ability to simply relax. 


Xiao is not sure how long exactly he sat in that suspended void of nothingness, but when he opened 
his eyes, sun was higher in the sky, warming the waters and painting his cheeks flush with its heat. 
Morax was no longer in the water, at some point he had pulled himself up to the stone and his 
clothing had long since dried. His eyes were open now, gazing up at the clouds that dotted out the 
azure sky. 


Almost as if Morax knew Xiao had awoken from his journey the old God turned to him, his eyes 
soft and full of question and pride if the little bird was not mistaken. A warmth grew in his chest at 
such a look. 


“You did quite well. How did you find it?” 


“This one isn’t sure. One felt as if one’s mind had simply left.” Xiao answered. And it was true, it 
felt as if time had fled from him, and he felt as if he floated to a realm not his own. 


“That is good. Clarity of the mind is what we were hoping to achieve. You have done well, Xiao.” 


The little bird felt his cheeks grow warm at the praise, and he ducked his head away so as not to be 
seen by knowing eyes. The little bird stood from the shallows and padded his way up to the stone 
platform, sitting down a respectable distance from his lord, and letting the sun dry his soaking 
form. 


“How do you feel in terms of rest?” Morax questioned him, his gaze still stuck skyward as he 
traced the circling form of a hawk that flew overhead. 


“This one feels...” Xiao trailed off, not for lack of words, but for lack of feeling. Gone was the 
leaden feel of his limbs or the heavy set of his shoulders. His mind felt calmer, lighter and it did not 


pound incessantly at his temples. There was no more bone set exhaustion, instead it felt more akin 
to fatigue after a long a day. Not fixed completely, no, but better than he had felt in centuries. 


He chirped in glee, or in gratitude. He was unsure but it was joyful none the less. 


“This one feels.... well,” He settled on after a few more moments of contemplation. He rotated his 
wrists and wriggled his toes in appreciation to the floating feeling that settled upon him. 


Morax looked to him with a rather knowing look. As if he could see all the words and all the 
feelings the little bird was keeping to himself. He gave the young adeptus a small smile, nothing 
more than an uptick of his lips but his eyes softened, and his face smoothed over as if pleased. 


“T am glad to hear. I think it would aid you greatly in adding a session of meditation often. It need 
not be daily, but enough to keep yourself in a state of equilibrium.” 


“Equilibrium?” Xiao said back in question, the word foreign to his ears. 


“Tt is a term used for balance. Too much of one thing in someone's life can tip an invisible scale 
causing disarray in their day-to-day life. Attaining a balance is a way to ensure a sense of 
prosperity in their lives.” 


Xiao nodded, trying hard to think back at a time when his life did not feel as if it was falling apart 
at the seams. His heart quivered when he was struck with the realization that it had not. Not even 
here in the assembly, where despite the scornful looks, he’s never felt safer. Everything was too 
fast paced or too chaotic or just too much for his mind to grasp fully. 


How ungrateful he felt to think such thoughts but could not find it in himself to care. How was he 
to attain a balance when nothing in his life balanced? 


“This one does not know what balance is meant to feel like,” he admitted softly. Morax hummed a 
long and questioning note as his eyes finally drifted to meet Xiao's. 

“T suppose, given the circumstances of where and what you have been doing prior, it is not 
unusual. However, it is also not a process one need rush. You will find balance when your body 
deems it right.” 


“How will one know they have found it?” 


“You'll know.” Said Morax simply, turning his gaze once more to the sky. 


The pair sat until well into the afternoon, and only parted ways when Sky Bracer came to pull 
Morax back to his work. Xiao bowed low to his departing God and found himself alone in the 
tranquil expanse of Luhua pool. He loitered there a moment longer, taking in the serenity and 
letting the flowing water guide him thoughts. 


He spent much of the time pondering Bonanaus’ suggestion, to meet Indarias that is. It was a 
relatively known fact that Xiao was rather averse to meeting new people. It was scary and a little 
challenging to know just what social constructs were appropriate to use around which people. 


But mostly, it was scary. 


Although, thought he. It was also quite scary to meet Bonanus, and Menogias. It was trying when 
he met Madame Ping, and downright petrifying when he was acquainted with Lady Guizhong, and 
Honorable Rex Lapis. Now however, he feels relatively confident that they wouldn’t harm him. 


At least, not intentionally, he thinks. 


His eyes drifted to the sky, making note that the sun now sat higher that it had previously, and he 
steeled his nerves before his mind had the opportunity to convince him otherwise. He listened to 
the ever-cycling wind, following its pattern and listening to the voices that drifted upon it. 


It did not take him terribly long to locate Bonanus, her jovial laughter like a balm to his stuttering 
heartbeat. He felt the power of anemo swirling around him and his surroundings blurred for merely 
a second. 


When he came back fully from his warp everything happened so quickly, no longer was he in the 
calm pools of Luhua, instead he found himself in the busting town. It was in full swing a sight Xiao 
did his best to avoid on the regular. It was a cacophony of voices everyone talking, shouting, 
laughing, singing all at once. It was like torrents of rain beating against his skull and he felt his 
heart rate spike at the influx of just everything! 


His wide eyes searched frantically. His world spun with flashes of color and fast paced movement. 
He tried hard to follow the guidance of the wind, to find a voice that was even remotely familiar in 
his mind, yet everything blurred so harshly together he felt as if he were going to be sick. 


He was acutely aware of people talking to him. About him? He wasn’t sure, he just knows he could 
hear his name, every moniker used in response to his being festering in his ears like a sickness. 


Bloodhound. 
Azlins Mutt. 
Demon. 
Beast. 
“Xiao!” 


He spun quickly, colliding with the figure that stood behind him. Their closeness was unnerving 
for Xiao failed so spectacularly to even fathom their presence. So consumed by the overwhelming 
stimulation that a busy market brought. His eyes tried desperately to discern the figure before him, 
but his eyes saw nothing but blurs of color. Brown, and golds, ocean blues. 


It was nauseating. 


He felt a hand on his shoulder, and he could not help the snarl that welled high in his throat, his 
teeth bared in warning. 


He was aware of people screaming. 
The hand, no longer on his shoulder. 


The screaming reached a crescendo and Xiao gagged at the influx, his ears pounding, his head 
pounding! 


Somewhere in the back of his mind, the only place coherent thought seemed to dwell in this 
moment, he thought of Luhua pool and the calm that it brought. Thought perhaps, maybe he should 
not have left the safety of her waters. 


The hands were back, though this time they did not rest on his shoulders but instead pressed hard 


against his ears, the world muffling against the barrier they brought. Xiao brought his own hands 
up, scrambling against the wrists attached to those hands that muffled the world. He was aware of 
his nails scrapping flesh, some of it flaking off beneath his nails, but the mysterious figure attached 
to those hands did not budge against the onslaught. 


He was aware of his chest heaving, and the itchiness of his eyes burned. 
He was shaking. 


The hands guided him forward and Xiao stumbled after them, a prisoner to their leading as he 
lacked any coordination of his own. Slowly the muffled voices grew more distant, and the pressing 
hands released their pressure but did not remove their presence. Xiao tightens the grip he held on to 
their wrists, not wanting the one semblance of protection he had to vanish. He felt thumbs stroke 
against his temple at the motion. 


He was not sure exactly how long they walked, but before he knew it, before he was ready, the 
hands were pulling away from him, his own still gripping the wrists. He felt the wrists twisting in 
his grip, loosening themselves from desperate fingers and the hands that cradled his face now 
cradled his own hands. 


Those hands guided him downwards until he was sat upon the grass. 


“Xiao?” A voice questioned him, and the little bird keened high, his body unable to handle such a 
thing as talking, not now. He heard someone sigh. They did not sound angry, just accepting. 


Those hands ran their thumbs against his knuckles and Xiao tried to lose himself in the motion. 
Tried focusing on the feel of calloused skin against his own scarred flesh. Tried to focus on the 
sweeping warmth that tracked patterns on his bones. 


He’s not aware of how long he sat. An unnerving prospect, given this is the second instance today 
where he was unawares to the passing of time. The sun sat lower now. Not quite a setting sun but it 
was close enough to warn the creatures under its glow that the day would soon be ending, and that 
the moon will soon take vigil to their lands. 


When the young adeptus’ eyes finally focused he came aware of Menogias sitting before him, his 
frame still and sturdy, breathing even. His eyes gazed upon the little bird, they were soft as they 
searched, tracing Xiao's features as if looking for coherency and stability. He must have found it 
for he smiled at the boy. It was a small smile, and rather sad in nature. 


“Welcome back,” Menogias whispered, too afraid to raise his voice in fear of upsetting the one 
before him. 


“This one did not go anywhere,” Xiao whispered. His voice sounded hoarse, and his throat felt raw 
as if he spent too much time screaming. 


Was he screaming? He couldn’t remember... 
“Not physically perhaps, but your mind went away. Just for a moment.” 


It must have been much longer than a moment, for when he arrived at the bustling market the sun 
was high, it did not droop away as it was doing now. He elected not to call out the yaksha on such a 
thing, for he had a feeling it was said in way of comfort. The concept was still quite new to the 
little bird, and he almost squirmed at the unknown feeling warming in his chest. The geo yaksha 
reached out his hand, warm fingers tucking the inky strands of Xiao’s hair away from his face. 


“Are you alright?” He asked, his voice still just as quiet. Xiao nodded in response. 


In truth, he did not fee/ alright. His chest, whilst warm with emotion, felt entirely too tight, and his 
skin seemed to buzz with static. Everything around him felt too loud. 


“You do not need to be alright if you do not feel it. You needn’t be so strong all the time. Not in 
front of me, nor Bonanus.” 


“Bonanus?” Xiao whispered, the name of the one he came to find seemed almost mocking to his 
ears. 


“Shes here, right behind you little bird.” 


Xiao turned, and sure enough merely a few feet from himself sat Bonanus. She was fiddling the 
hem of her clothing, twisting and untwisting the blue cloth around her gauntlet like hands. There 
were a few tears in the fabric of her clothing, a result of her endless worrying no doubt. She smiled, 
hers just as small, just as sad as the one given by Menogias. 


“Hi,” she said, releasing her dress long enough to give a little wave in greeting. 


Xiao did not offer a wave in return, his eyes still wide and still a bit uncomprehending. He chewed 
on his lip and casted his eyes downward, a feeling of shame welling up inside him. How shameful 
for him to lose such composure. To express such weakness in a place of danger. 


How shameful. 
“May I hug you?” Bonanaus whispered, still just as quiet, still just as kind. 


Xiao furrowed his brow, lip trapped between his teeth at the sudden question. He was not sure how 
a hug could help him out of the predicament he had unwittingly placed himself in. He did not 
deserve such kindness, especially not after the spectacle he caused. He had created a whirlwind of 
unrest and fear at his aberrance. 


For that’s what he was, is it not? An anomaly to the people of Guili. His abnormality, his 
irregularity it was something to be feared. He was the one that people could not help but stare at, 
for his very being is bathed in corruption and it seemed that everyone was waiting for the moment 
when he finally snapped from his docile and leased existence and take to the blade once more. 
Preparing themselves for the moment when they must decide; flee or fight? 


It was inevitable. 
Dogs that bite are put down for they will always bite again. 


He had every reason in the world to reject such a familial gesture. Every reason to decline the 
opportunity for safety and warmth for one such as he did not deserve such a thing. He had every 
reason. And yet, he nodded anyway. The selfishness that existed within him still —after so many 
years of suppression- burst forth from his heart. He wanted that safety, he wanted that warmth, that 
protection that /ove that Bonanus was so ready to offer. 


He wanted for just a moment to feel like he was not a monster. Wanted to feel as if his existence 
was worth something other than scorn and imprisonment. Wanted to feel like he mattered. For 
once in his very long existence that he wanted to matter. 


Very slowly Bonanus shuffled towards him, moving on her knees in an awkward waddle. She 
carefully wrapped her arms around his shoulders, pulling him closer to her chest but still offering 


the option of him breaking free if he so decided. Xiao leaned into her, settling his slight weight 
against her chest, his body shuddering at the enveloping warmth. 


He swallowed thickly. 


“Seems like you had a pretty scary day huh?” She whispered; her honeyed voice so close to him he 
could feel her breath against his ear. 


Xiao nodded in agreement but offered nothing more. 


“T understand. The market street, it can get kind of loud,” She continued. Her voice held no pity, 
just understanding. It felt nice, being understood. 


Xiao nodded. 


“What were you doing at the market little bird. Forgive me, but it's not somewhere you tend to 
frequent.” Menogias spoke up, startling Xiao slightly for he almost forgot he was there. 


“This one...” began the young adeptus. His voice breaking with emotion. He swallowed again, 
opening and closing his mouth as if searching for the words. For a moment he could not remember 
why he ventured to far into the bustling village street. “This one was looking for Bonanaus,” he 
finally said, whispering out his answer. 


“For me? What for?” the hydro user asked, tightening her hold against his shoulders as if to 
reassure him that she was in fact there, and she had no intention of leaving. 


Xiao shook his head. The entirety of the experience having caused the nerve he built up to fizzle 
and die away leaving nothing more than regret and cowardice in its place. 


“Have you forgotten?” She asked him. 
Xiao shook his head once more. 
“Then, you no longer wish to tell me.” 


She didn’t pose it as a question and so the little bird did not answer. Bonanus seemed to accept his 
silence as answer enough; or perhaps she did not wish to push given the circumstances. Whatever 
the case Xiao was glad. He did not know how he would explain that he had wanted to set an 
official meeting with Indarias, but given the events that just occurred moments before he instead 
wanted nothing more than to curl up upon the tall branches of the big tree and never come down 
again. 


The world was safer up there, felt as if the only thing that could touch him was the flowing caress 
of the winds embrace. 


“T have a question if you are willing to answer,” Menogias says, shuffling so that he sat closer to 
the embracing pair. Xiao relaxed further at the safety his power brought. Xiao turned to face him, 
his face still partially hidden in the crevice of Bonanus’ neck and shoulder. 


“Forgive me if this feels too bold. I am very aware of your aversion to crowds. Why did you come 
here if the congestion of the assembly causes such unease? I’m sorry, I just don’t understand,” the 
Yaksha asked. 


“This one did not know that Bonanus was in the Market. One just followed her voice,” he 


answered as honest as he was able, his words quiet and demure as if he was caught doing 
something wrong. 


“Followed my voice?” Her voice was colored in surprise and even Menogias had widened his eyes 
at the new information. 


“You heard her voice from the entrance of the market? I was unaware your hearing was so 
excellent, truly a feat,” said the geo user. 


“Not the market,” said Xiao. 
“Pardon. If not the market, then...where?” Bonanus whispered out in a semblance of awe. 


“This one had finished one’s meditation and the Honorable Rex Lapis had long departed. This 
one... wanted to find you.” 


“Meditation...medi- Xiao forgive me, were you not at Luhua pool for such a thing?” Her voice had 
taken on notes of incredulity, her eyes wide in surprise. 


“Yes, this one was brought to Luhua.” 


“Thats...” Menogias began, quickly swallowing back what he was about to say, and then starting 
again. “Thats quite the distance from the market. To hear from so far away and to be able to 
discern her voice amongst so many others, its, that’s...” he trailed away once more. 


Xiao stiffened at the unease that rolled from the two Yaksha's bodies. He clenched and unclenched 
his fists around the material of Bonanus’ clothing, and in one swift motion, pushed himself away 
from her warm embrace. She let him go without much fight, and Xiao felt a bit hurt that she would 
let him go so easily. 


“This one is most sorry,” he said hastily, prostrating himself against the ground in an effort to 
appease the ones before him. Xiao did not understand what he had done wrong, but their tone 
suggests that wrong he has done. 


No one spoke. Xiao did not move from his position of groveling and Bonanus and Menogias shot 
uncertain looks to each other, speaking with their eyes rather than their lips. 


“You... need not apologize,” began Menogias, his voice so soft. 


“We are not angry at you. We are just.... curious. I wonder, perhaps you can tell us how you were 
able to hear across such a distance?” Bonanus finished. 


Xiao stiffened and lifted his head ever so slightly so that he may peer at the pair behind the curtain 
of his hair. He gauged their faces, their body language, their auras. Gauged the safety to lift himself 
to seat properly as opposed to pressed flat to the earth. When he did not see the promise of ill intent 
did Xiao rise, shuffling so that he sat fully on his knees, fists fisted into the fabric of his borrowed 
trousers. 


He glanced at Bonanus to Menogias and back again. 


“This one asked the wind,” he said quietly. Afraid to admit to such an ability, an ability Azlin made 
sure to utilize to its full capacity. One she took advantage of, to turn the war in her favor. For the 
wind does not abandon those that so need it. The wind brings with it freedom and the wind bring 
with it life and joy. 


Wind does not abandon the souls that seek her respite. Does not abandon those that need their souls 
guided. 


“You asked the wind?” Menogais’ voice was drenched in disbelief and perhaps a bit of 
amazement. 


“Yes, this one asked where one would find Bonanus and to the wind carried to me her voice. This 
one simply followed it,” Xiao said with as much confidence as he was able to muster. Once the 
explanation dripped from his tongue, he was quick to close his mouth, teeth grinding together at 
the force with which his jaw clenched. 


“T see. That is... quite an amazing ability to be graced with.” Bonanus said to him. Her voice 
sounded unsure, and Xiao tensed just a bit further. “I have to ask, do you... I mean, do you often 
listen in on others?” 


She could not help the guilt that settled in her belly at the prospect. How awful for him to have 
heard every hurtful and hateful word she and her siblings have uttered of him. Words Bosacius still 
spits like acid. Words villagers still curse out in thinly veiled whispers. 


“This one is always aware of one's name. This one...tries not to listen.” 


Menogias swallowed back the sadness that sat in his throat. He had a feeling that privacy was not 
the only reason he ignores such a gift. He could not imagine, to hear his name casted around him 
on the guiding back of the midday breeze only for hate and scorn to follow after. 


“Do Lady Guizhong and Morax know of your gifts?” the young woman asked gently. 
Xiao shook his head; his eyes began to itch. 


“T think it best that they are made aware,” She continued. “It- they should know what you are 
capable of Xiao.” 


He shook his head again, more vicious than the last. 


“Little bird-” Menogias began, only to be cut off from the biting and sorrow filled sob that tore 
from the young adeptus throat. 


“ No!” Xiao shouted. 

They could not know. This ability, it is a curse. An invasion of privacies and safety. 
He could not bear to be used anymore. 

Did not want to be a tracking hound any longer. 

Did not want to be a hunting hound any longer. 

Did not want to track and hunt and kill. 

Did not want.... 

Did not want.... 

Did not want.... 


“No, no!” He sobbed, bring his hands at, gripping at the hair that rested at the nape of his neck, 


pulling and scratching and scraping. 
“ No, please, this one does not wish-” 


Whatever he meant to say, to plead, was washed away with his anguish. 
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Take Flight on Golden Wings 


Menogias and Bonanus could do nothing to offer their comfort as Xiao remained oblivious to their 
efforts. He remained seated, his slight form curled over in on itself, muttering words unheard. His 
hands shook; fingers still gripping at his hair. 


The two respective yakshas sat beside him in hopes their presence will offer him even a semblance 
of security. They did not speak; each shooting looks to one another in form of silent 
communication. Silently asking each other * what now?’ No words offered comfort and touch 
brought nothing more than anguish anew. They could not offer peace to a being whose mind 
resides where peace is foreign. 


Bonanus twisted her gauntlet like claws in the grass, ripping up chunks in effort to keep her body 
occupied in attempt to keep her stress from reaching unmanageable levels. She isn’t sure on how 
well she was managing such a task but if she thought too hard of her failings, she would surely 
spiral faster. 


Menogias fell into a meditative state. Or he wanted to. While his demeanor was calm on the surface 
his mind was tumultuous. He felt so far from his league he could not hope to achieve any sort of 
peace. His jaw was clenched so subtlety that anyone other than his chosen kin would miss it 
completely. His heart wrenched at each quiet whimper the young adeptus let loose from tight 
locked lips. 


The sun had dipped lower still, the beginnings of stars began dotting across the sky. The young 
adeptus should have long since returned to his room, but neither Yaksha had the heart to move him. 
And so, per the contract signed by the little bird and Morax, they were obligated to stand vigil. 


Not that it is so much of a chore to be with him. In fact, one would be hard pressed to pull the 
yaksha away from the boy. This small child who despite everything life felt obligated to throw at 
him, no matter how hard the world tried to crush him, to drown him, he prevailed. He prevailed and 
at Guili he found asylum, and it was here that he nestled himself in the hearts of Morax’s most 
trusted adept. 


Well, most of them as it were. 


Bonanus and Menogias were pulled from their bleak musings at the cresting power that drew 
closer. It was not a power to fear. Not for them at least. To them, it was gentle and soft. This power 
settled across the land and gave peace to her people. It was a power Xiao needed now more than 


anything. 


Guizhong came soon into view. She was wearing a rather simple hanfu. It was silver and lacking 
any embroidery that typically decorated the sleeves. It was clear she was settling down for the 
night, but the something drew her from her quarters. Her hair was pulled back in a long and simple 
braid, and despite the mediocrity of her appearance at this moment, she still glowed with beauty. 


“A bit late, don’t you think?” She addressed her yaksha. She did not glance in Xiao’s direction, but 
she kept her voice soft, movements slow. 


“Ah yes, just admiring the stars. They really are quite beautiful tonight.” Bonanus said in turn, her 
eyes shooting to the direction of the little bird in pleading. 


“Yes, quite. There is something so peaceful about the stars. They are so detached from our 
existence, truly out of reach and unattainable. And yet, they provide us with so much, stories, and 
beauty, guiding lights and tranquility. They offer us so much and we do nothing but use them, 
offering nothing in return.” Guizhong whispered quietly to the group. 


She ventured closer to Xiao, taking a seat beside him. The God sat much closer to the unresponsive 
boy than yaksha dared. Her silken sleeves brushed against his bare arms in a silent offering. An 
offering that told him she was there beside him if he so wished to seek the comfort. 


“T don’t understand my Lady. How do we give back to something that we cannot touch?” 
Menogias asked. He did not ask in jest but in honest curiosity. 


“Mm, an excellent question,” Guizhong mused, tilting her head in thought. “Perhaps it is time for 
us to tell them stories. Offer to them our guidance and our wisdom. 


“To what extent would that aid the stars mi’ lady?” whispered Bonanus in turn, she found herself 
captivated in the Gods all-encompassing aura, her safety and her light. 


“Perhaps it won’t. Perhaps they are not lessons but merely stories. Perhaps the star just wishes to 
listen, to be included and understood, despite how far away they seem from us.” 


Beside her, Xiao began to cease his hiccupping whimpers and unraveled himself ever so slightly. 
His golden eyes peeking through sweat matted bangs and his ears open to the soothing sound of 
Guizhong’s murmuring whispers. Crickets accompanying her in an orchestra of tranquility and 
peace. 


The two yaksha listened with rapt attention, how sure they were that she spoke not only of stars. 
She had a wonderful gift of storytelling, weaving in lessons so seamlessly one would not know it a 
lesson at all. They would not even think on it until they found themselves in a situation where the 
story came back to them in whispers. Guiding them in ways they didn’t even know they needed. 


“Tt is getting quite late, perhaps it's time we retire for the night,” Guizhong whispered to the group, 
her eyes fixed to the stars that glittered above. 


“Of course, my lady,” Menogias said, standing and offering his hand to Bonanus who took it in 
turn. 


When Bonanus offered her hand to Guizhong, the God simply shook her offer away with a gentle 
smile, her eyes shifting to Xiao who still sat rather curled beside her. Bonanus gave an 
understanding nod, and the two yaksha’s took their leave after bidding the two remaining a good 
and gentle night. 


The God of Dust said nothing for a long while. By now, the stars were a full blanket above them, 
and the moon cast a gentle glow across the land. 


“TI wonder, what would you tell the stars little bird,” she mused, “if you can tell them any secrets, 
any stories, I wonder then, what would you tell them?” 


Xiao said nothing, merely sniffing in misery. 


“T think, if it were I, I would tell them of my days,” Guizhong continued making no comment to the 
lackluster response Xiao offered in turn. Instead, she shifted so that she lay in the grass, her hands 
cradling the back of her skull in a show of comfort. 


“T would tell them of the bad, of the stress of armies lying just beyond our borders, and the 
difficulties of running a village. I would tell them of the dress that ripped when I was working on a 
new mechanic, and I would tell them of how I cried because of it. The dress was a gift from Morax, 
and it was more special to me than even I was aware until I had found it damaged.” 


She turned to look at her companion beside her. Xiao had lifted his head fully to regard the God in 
full. His eyes were red rimmed and a bit glassy, cheeks blotchy and pink. 


“T wouldn’t just tell them the bad though, for every bad good must follow. I would tell them of the 
success Cloud Retainer, and I finally achieved after months of working on a ballista. I would tell 
them of the most wonderful meal Marchosius cook for me, and the flower Rex presented me 
earlier that very same morning. I would tell them of a little bird that lives in the assembly, and how 
he was hurt, but everyday this bird heals and gets stronger. What a blessing indeed.” 


“A blessing?” whispered Xiao. 
“Yes, a beautiful and wonderful blessing.” 


“What if...” Xiao trailed off, his voice dripping with hesitation, and he turned his face away so that 
he may not gaze upon her. 


“Speak child, it is only us and the stars.” 


He hesitated still, his shoulders set tense and fingers trembling. He did not turn to look at her but 
speak he did. 


“What if, the bird does not see themselves as a blessing?” 


Guizhong hummed in contemplation. She did not seem sad, only understanding in lieu of his 
question. It took her more than a few moments to answer, wanting to be sure that the words that 
she uttered were words that held meaning. After all, while the world is thrown into the bloody rifts 
of war how can you properly tell someone that every life that graces this world are worthy of life, 
and every life given is a blessing. How do you tell someone that life is sacred and then turn and 
take the life of someone else. 


It is hypocritical at best. 


It is cruel to say that the death of millions is for the betterment of others. Especially to one forced 
to take those millions. 


“Blessings are often overlooked. Sometimes they are disguised by all of the bad, and we focus 
instead to the dangers and not to the benedictions.” She begins, “What some see as damaging, 
others in turn will see as healing. The world is quite strange that way. Perhaps, the little bird would 


think it easier to fade away, but for myself this little bird brings joy. It brings with it hope that no 
matter how awful things seem, we are capable of healing. That is why this little bird offers to me a 
blessing.” 


Xiao’s eyes were down cast, still refusing to look the God that lay beside him. Her words seemed 
to bounce around in his head, filling his mind with her soothing voice and righteous words. They 
seemed to carve themselves in the very bone of his body and sear into every nerve. 


How kind someone must be to think of one so broken as a blessing. 
“Would the stars listen?” He finally whispered to her, his voice cracking at the last syllable. 


“T think they would. Stars are imbued with benevolence. They strive to aid and not to harm, 
offering their light and their beauty, granting the whims of wishing travelers. I think they would 
listen, and I think they would bless that little bird it turn.” 


“How do would they know, if the stars blessed them?” 


“They would know. At first, they might ignore it, but over time I think they would look inside 
themselves and grasp the light of that blessing, and all the better they will become.” 


“Miss Guizhong?” 
“Yes, my little bird?” 


“This one thinks one would like to return to one's room now,” Xiao whispered, and moving to 
stand. 


Guizhong stood as well, dusting imaginary dust from her robes and sending the young adeptus a 
smile and waving her hand in front of her, motion Xiao to take lead. The little bird began the trek 
back through the village, Guizhong settling up beside him. The village was quieter now, not a soul 
out of their homes and their windows dark with sleep. 


The sickly scent of dreams began to waft around Xiao, inciting him with their promise of 
happiness. The little bird swallowed back his desire, and kept his eyes forward, ignoring the 
gnawing in his belly. 


Although, he will admit, the temptation gets easier to ignore the longer he goes without tasting that 
sweetness on his tongue. Perhaps, as time continued to drift forward, he can walk freely through 
the night and not be assaulted by a desire to consume. 


They walked in silence, watching their feet as they stepped across the uneven dirt paths, their feet 
bumping across the occasional stone. The crickets silenced when they got too near and sang once 
more when their footsteps passed them. 


It was peaceful. 


When at long last they made it to the little bird's room, Guizhong lifted the curtain, motioning Xiao 
in before her, and dropping the curtain as she followed behind. 


“Madame Ping was meant to be with you this night, but we decided to switch, I hope it does not 
bother you terribly.” 


Guizhong told to him, as she wandered the room and lit the multitude of candles that littered the 
tabletops, the fiery glow reaching and stretching across the room and chasing away the darkness 


that festered in the corners. 


She dares not tell the boy that the intention was not to switch at all. Would not tell him Ping had in 
fact barged into the Gods shared bedroom in a panic stating Xiao was not in his room. 


She would not tell him how Morax stood, his power flaring in disbelief, nor would she mention it 
took both Madame Ping and herself both to calm him. 


It was not in anger that he rose, but in panic. Afterall, Xiao was not one to break contract willingly 
and surely only danger would keep him away. 


She was hesitant to call it luck when she and her two companions arrived at the market in panic 
and found it was buzzing with Xiao’s awful moniker dripping like acid from the tongues of the 
townsfolk. But luck she will call it, for it guided her to the missing child in question. 


Guizhong was adamant at going to him alone. The presence of two Gods and an adepti including 
the two yaksha rumored to already be at his side might prove too much for a mind so fragile. And 
despite the draconic rage and worry she felt swirling within her partner, or the gentle concern 
emanating from her old friend, Guizhong stood her ground and alone she ascended the little hill 
where her little bird waited. 


She felt certain that she was prepared for the scene she would see when she crested over that little 
hill, how certain she was. But oh, how wrong she had been. How broken she felt to see him curled 
and shaking like he had in the beginning when everything was so new and frightening. How much 
it hurt to see her fearless warriors afraid beside him. 


Despite all that fear she felt, the relief that washed over her was like a balm against burning 
wounds, to have him safe beside her was a gift and she vowed that nothing shall ever tear him from 
her side. She would never leave him, not without a fight of that she could assure. 


“You know Xiao,” Guizhong began, as she lit the last candle. The young adeptus had taken up 
vigil on the bed, sitting atop the sheets, his head tilted to the side in acknowledgment “Tomorow, 
for your meal that it, I think I truly struck gold this time.” 


“Struck gold?” He sounded confused, for how can gold even relate in the same realm as something 
edible. The God held back her laughter at his bewildered expression. 


“Tt means, that I accomplished something great. In relation to the food, it means that the meal will 
be wonderful. At least, I hope you think so in any case.” 


“This one appreciates all of the food the honorable one has given,” Xiao said in earnest. It was easy 
to see he meant in, his eyes holding nothing but gratitude at that small act of kindness. 


“Appreciation and enjoyment are two separate things child. Did you like all the meals we have 
provided?” 


Xiao hesitated, his nose scrunching up slightly as he thought. 
“This one...appreciated all that the honorable ones provided.” 


Guizhong barked out a light, her voice high and joyous, warmth grew vibrant in her chest, and she 
took a seat beside the young boy, and laid beside him. 


“Cheeky,” she said in happiness, reaching up to ruffle his hair, laughter escaping her in a breathy 
whisper. 


The next morning struck gold indeed. Marchosius arrived at the little bird's room just as the sun 
crested over the horizon. He brought a plate topped with a dish that appeared so ordinary at first 
glance. It jiggled slightly with each step he took, and the glaze drizzled over the gelatinous cubes 
seemed to glisten. Goji berries seemed to almost cascade over the dish giving a subtle brightness to 
the dish. 


“Morax was the one to suggest the osmanthus syrup and the goji berries. I was hesitant at first, but 
I think he may have been right in this case,” Guizhong tells him, motioning for the bear God to 
hand off the plate. 


Xiao took the spoon in hand, looking in uncertainty to the God who looked on eagerly. 


The first bite was small, the spoon only scooping off the very corner of the gelatin. The young 
adeptus chewed lightly before swallowing. His face was carefully blank as he seemed to mull over 
the flavor that sat on his tongue. 


“Well?’ Guizhong asked eagerly moving herself closer to the little bird in anticipation. Marchosius 
squeaked behind her in earnest; his eyes almost seeming to sparkle. 


Xiao took another bite. This one larger. 


Again, he kept his face carefully blank. The two Gods held their breath as never before had the 
little bird deemed a food good enough to take more than a single bite. 


Another bite. 
And another. 
And another still. 


Guizhong could not help the smile that stretched across her cheeks, the muscles burning with the 
strain of her happiness. Xiao kept his silence as he steadily began to clear his plate. His motions 
were not hurried, nor were they hesitant. 


At long last the plate was cleared, only that glistening glaze and scattered few berries were all that 
remained. Xiao turned his gaze to the two awaiting Gods and gave them the barest trace of a smile. 


“This one enjoyed it very much,” he said at last. 


Marchosius tittered in glee, clapping his hands together in celebration of a meal well loved. His 
work validated and loved, truly the best gift a chef could hope to receive. Guizhong seemed to 
glow beside him, her cheeks painted pink with joy and her eyes squinted in joy. 


“Was it dream-like?” She asked almost breathless. That was after-all what they were after. It is 
wonderful regardless, any food eaten willingly is a battle won, but it may not be what they were 
searching for initially. 


“Yes,” He whispered, his voice almost longing. “It was very much like a dream.” 


Guizhong could not help but bring him into her arms. Her joy over taking the rational side of her 
brain. Xiao did not seem to mind the sudden bout of affection and almost seemed to relax into the 
familiarity of her embrace. 


“Ah, I’m sorry?” She said quickly and releasing him, her hands still hovering near his shoulders. “T 
just got so excited I forgot myself. Your recovery just seems clearer now and I may have gotten a 
bit excited,” she said to him, her face still split into a smile. 


“This one does not mind,” Xiao said to her, his face open. 
Guizhong seemed to smile wider. 

“T’m going to hug you again,” She whispered. 

“Okay,” he whispered back. 


She brought him once more to her arms, peppering kisses to his crown. At some point, the God of 
stoves excused himself, a knowing smile on his face. 


Guizhong stayed with him come morning, and together they journeyed to the peak of mount 
Aocang. Cloud retainer occupied the stone table that sat central in the area, a veritable feast laid out 
before her. She raised her wing in greeting when she saw the pair enter the clearing, their feet 
ghosting the edge of the crystalline pool. 


“Good morning, one did not know you would be here. One would have prepared more food,” 
Retainer said, her gaze sweeping across the table as if taking stock. 


“More food? My dear Cloud, do you plan to finish that all on your own. Why, you have the enough 
to feed a battalion before you,” The God of dust said in good humor, her voice light with laughter. 


“This one knows not of which you speak,” Cloud retainer said in jest, turning to nibble at a delicate 
pasty. “To what does one owe the pleasure of one's spontaneous visit?” 


“Ah, I’ve a clear morning, I thought it a good time to assess the progress of the little birds' wings,” 
Guizhong answered. She removed the outer layer of her clothing until she remained in only her silk 
slip. 


She moved gracefully into the waters until in rested just above her hips and turned, motion for 
Xiao to follow her into the pond. He hesitated just a moment before removing his shirt and 
following after her. When he came to stand beside her, the water rested just below his chest, a 
testament to how diminutive he stood in comparison to the God. 


“Right, let's take a look then,” Guizhong said motioning for him to turn. 


Xiao turned away releasing his wings in a shimmer of golden light. They were more feather than 
pin now, the color was vibrant against the morning sun, and he seemed to glow with an ethereal 
light that he lacked not long ago. Standing before her now, was not a bird that fell from his nest left 
to perish far from the sky. 


The being that stood before her now was a being bathed in glory. His vibrant color a testament to 
his strength, and almost mocking to those who stood so far below his splendor. The being before 
he was gentle in his nature but fierce in his battles. He was a vision to look upon. 


“One look’s much healthier now,” Cloud Retainer says, coming to join the pair, standing instead at 
the edge of the waters as opposed to in. “All of one's pins have almost cracked. How does one 
feel?” 


“Mm, they itch,” Xiao said, flapping them once, and sending water skittering and breaking the 
surface into a serious of ripples. “And they are heavier than one remembers,” Xiao murmured. 


“That could be due to the damage to your muscles more so than the wings themselves. They should 
be easier to hold when you grow stronger,” Guizhong told him, running her finger through the 
feathers. 


Xiao shivered at her touch, goose bumps running across his skin. 


“Tt is not unusual for newly cracked feathers to itch. One suspects it's from fibers that need to be 
cleaned out, nothing a bath cannot aid,” Retainer says, her tone knowing. 


Xiao nodded, flexing the muscles on his back and causing his wings to shudder in turn. He seemed 
uncertain, chewing on his bottom lip in thought. Guizhong could see the hesitation that was set in 
his shoulders. She did not need to gaze upon his visage to see the uncertainty that fell before him. 


She waited a moments breath, hoping he would find the courage to voice his own questions, or 
seek some aid of reassurance, but when none came the God of Dust gave a near silent sigh and 
issued her question for him. 


“Does something trouble you?” She asked, her voice open and her ear willing to listen to any 
grievance that may fall from his lips. 


Xiao began to shake his head but seemed to think better of it and instead just stood still in the 
waters. He fidgeted for a moment, his body seemed lost in apprehension as he guided his hand over 
the water, pushing against the tension but never quite breaking it. He turned to face Guizhong 
slowly, as if expecting her to reprimand his uncertainty. 


He was met with her smile, as that is what always seemed to greet him when he found himself in 
the presence of the God of Dust, as if there was wrong in him. None that she could see anyway. 


“This one is not very good at maintaining one's wings,” He whispered, almost in shame to his 
shortcomings. 


“Okay, to what degree do you require aid?” Guizhong answered, patient, as she always it. 


Cloud Retainer made her way into the water, coming closer until she was beside the pair, and 
ruffled her own feather in way of showing her support should she be needed. 


“One cannot reach the feathers at ones back,” Xiao told them, shrugging his shoulders as if to 
downplay how much the information bothers him. 


“T can help you for now, and together we can work out how to clean them yourself. Okay?” 


“Yes, thank you,” Xiao whispered, his tone dripped in embarrassment, as if the admittance was 
somehow making him lesser a being. 


Guizhong motioned him to turn once more and got to work, working her fingers under the feathers 
and rinsing out the remain pin fibers. At every sweep of her fingers Xiao would shudder, and his 
wings would flex as if tickled by the touch. 


It took a long while to clean the dust and dander, taking her time to remove every bit of unwanted 

material that got trapped in the barbs. By the time they were cleaned and finished, his wings were 

soaked and weighed heavy on his shoulders, but the itch had subsided substantially, to which Xaio 
almost found himself sighing in relief. 


“They look much better now,” Cloud Retainer said, having offered her own aid in the cleaning of 
his feathers. Xiao blushed at the compliment ducked his face, so it tucked close to his chest. 


“Do you feel up to exercising them?” Guizhong asked him, moving in the waters so that she stood 
before him instead of behind. 


Xiao nodded to her, and the three of them began progressing through a variety of steps. Most of 
which involved the movement of his wings through the water, the tension causing just enough 
resistance to put some strain on his muscles and then through various exercises of lifting at 
dropping his wing. 


By the end of it, his back ached fiercely, and his shoulders burned with fatigue, but he felt a sense 
of accomplishment. Felt proud of himself in a way so foreign to him. Him, who for so long felt 
only disgust at the prospect of his own existence. 


Back then his shoulders burned not in fatigue but in sharp and stinging pain. 
His back ached with improvement, not in punishment. 

It was a pain almost addicting in nature, that pain of betterment. 

How oxymoronic indeed. 


After the session was over, the trio made their way from the water and rested against the lush grass 
that covered the mountain top. The sun beat warmly against their skin drying the water that clung 
heavy to their clothing. 


Xiao laid prone on his side; wings outstretched behind him. His eyes were closed, and he looked 
rather peaceful where he lay. Neither woman was naive enough to think he had fallen to the grasp 
of slumber, but still, it was nice to see his guard lowered. His face peaceful, youthful. 


Sometimes one forgets he is so young, for he carries himself in a way that says he has seen too 
much. 


Guizhong wrung the water from the corner of her slip and slipped into an easy conversation with 
the blue feathered crane. They did not speak of important matters, merely gossiping as old friends, 
trivial matters really. 


Jiang had her baby, a beautiful son, but she has not yet settled on his name. 
Koujo fell back into his gambling habits, and his wife is at her wits end. 


Little Liena and Mei Xing have fallen in love, only issue is that they both fancy the same guy. It 
would be quite the predicament, if they weren’t only six moons. 


They discussed new items that showed up and market, and the new embroidery patterns at the 
tailors. 


They went over blueprints, those that worked and those in need of revisions. 


At some point during their idle chatter, Xiao had opened his eyes to gaze upon them. His face was 
calm, eyes seeming to droop in exhaustion, and he began to even out his breathing. He focused hard 
on their easy tone, the volume soothing to his tired ears and relaxing to his heart. 


‘Get comfortable, the position matters not so long as it is something you can comfortably maintain 


for a while,’ Morax’s voice drifted steady in his mind, the lessons of meditation coming back to 
him in waves. 


‘ Close your eyes.’ 


Xiao’s eyes drifted shut, ears still attuned to his companions' voices, their presence ground him and 
in turn providing him a safety he craved with such desperation. 


‘You must first find your focus and center your breathing.’ 
‘Do not force the calm.’ 


Xiao focused on every inhale, relaxed at every exhale. The world seemed drift from his grasp, 
sounds beginning to seem muffled, as if he ducked his head beneath the waters. He was faintly 
aware of a hand settling on his back, rubbing at the muscles that settled between his two massive 
wings. 


The hand was small and callouses scratched at the scarred skin of his back. Somewhere at the back 
of his mind he knew the familiarity of the touch, but here in that in-between of wakefulness and 
slumber he was too lax to perceive such things. 


Somewhere in the back of his mind he thought perhaps he should have been alarmed at such an 
unannounced touch. Perhaps he should have reacted in accordance to the suddenness. 


Perhaps he should have. But the touch brought no pain, and the calm and rich tones of Guizhong 
and Cloud Retainer still filtered through his ears and with their words brought safety. 


Perhaps he should have been more alert, but the world seemed to fall away faster with each exhale 
and his body felt lighter, and his spirit felt calm. 


He listened to laughter as it danced on the wind, and that same wind that seemed to pull playfully 
at his hair and ruffling through his feathers. 


The world around him was calm, and Guizhong was safe, and Cloud Retainer was safe, and the 
wind was safe. 


With each inhale his chest felt lighter and at every exhale the world fell faster. 


Chapter End Notes 


2.) one of my safe meals stopped tasting like serotonin and now I don't know what to 
do. 

3.) thanksgiving is upon us and I like... don't want to cook.... anything. 

4.) Have I procrastinated everything so that I may focus solely on Disney Dream light 
Valley? No, of course no that's ridiculous. 

5.) Pokemon. 
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had a nice day regardless. 
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I originally wanted this chapter to go in a different direction, but well that didn't 
happen. You're only a writer if you improvise shit. 

Happy Reading! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Take Flight on Golden Wings 


Xiao hadn’t meant to fall asleep. Truly he hadn’t, it’s just that, perhaps the physical task of 
strengthening his wings was a bit more tiring than he had thought. Perhaps the warmth of the sun 
and the bird song of the nesting finches was a bit too relaxing. Perhaps the meditation a bit too 
calming. Perhaps he felt a bit too safe. 


Either way, he hadn’t meant to fall asleep. 


The siren pull of slumber was a hard thing to pull oneself away from. Her grip strengthening with 
every passing moment, pulling him further and further into the abyss of his own mind. 


It is there that his nightmares await him. Holding their arms out to him like a friend you haven’t 
seen in so long, desperate to hold and to cherish, or perhaps a lover welcoming you home after a 
day of work, wanting to hear of your day. 


Except, they are not warm like the embrace of a friend. They are cold, remnants of the corpses he 
left littered across town squares and on battle fields. 


Their hands do not caress like those of a lover. Instead, they scratch and burn where they touch. A 
cruel reminder of the monster he is. Reminding him that he does not deserve happiness. 


Does not deserve safety. 


For how can he? How can one such as he be granted the pleasure of peace when he took that same 
peace from so many others? 


He does not deserve it, and the nightmares do not let him forget. 


Xiao stood in the echoing plains of the abyss. The darkness beckoning him forward, further into 
the never ending black of the unknown. 


His legs carried onward, heedless to his wishes to turn back, his pleading, 


‘Please, I don’t want to go. Please I don’t want to go,’ over and over in is mind like a whirlpool, 
flowing in an endless loop, the current dragging him further under the inky darkness. 


After what seemed miles upon miles of endless walking, the darkness gave way to rough stone 
walls, chains hanging from the masonry in rusted, creaking echos of haunted memories. 


There were no windows, just a long and endless hallway, no light to be seen, no people to be heard. 
It was eerie in a way that was hard to describe. As if every moment you were stuck waiting for the 
jump scare that you know was just around the corner only for nothing to happen; and thus was the 
anxiety heightened. 


Xiao turned around, hoping in climbing desperation to leave this hellish and winding nightmare. 


All that greeted him was the solid face of a stone wall, blocking his run to freedom, giving no 
choice but to venture further in to the dark, He took in a deep breath, tasting the mildew in the air, 
and turned about once more, and on he ventured. 


His ears became attuned to a faint dripping. Somewhere in the distance water splattered against 
wet stone and it seemed to echo loudly down the long, dark hall. The sound bouncing and 
reverberating off the walls until it sounded louder than it actually was. 


His footsteps quickened, desperate to find the exit in a vain attempt to end this anxiety inducing 
delusion faster. His breaths were quick and shallow, and how very aware he was of his heartbeat, 
beating in his ears and against his chest. 


Xiao had devoured many a nightmare in his life, how used to the feeling his was, these acrid 
hallucinations felt the same every time. They tasted the same every time, and yet when it was his 
own nightmare. When his mind conjured about its own phantoms, wrote its own script of hellish 
illusions and aberration's, they felt so much worse. 


Felt so much more real. 


As if this nightmare was breathing with him, growing with him. Caressing goose bumped flesh and 
wrapping sharp and hooked nails into delicate skin. Guiding him further into his fear. 


The dripping grew louder with each passing step until he felt it echoing loudly in his ears. The 
hallway seemed to grow more damaged as he trekked. He found himself shuffling past crumbling 
walls and cracked walkways. Chains no longer hung from the stone, instead they lay broken at his 
feet, the metal cracked and devoured by rust. 


The walls grew damp the deeper into the abyss he wandered. They seemed to glisten even though 
there was no light to reflect upon it. How curious a nightmare is. 


His feet began to tire when he finally stumbled to a break in the repetitive length of the stone hall. 
Before him lay three divergent paths. 


He could continue straight into the blackness, delve further into the unknown and perhaps find his 
way to freedom. Or perhaps he would end up on a never-ending path. Perhaps if he went straight, 
it would lead him right back here, to the three-way split of uncertainty and trap him in a never- 
ending loop until he finally chose the right path. 


He could venture to the left. Here the pathway was lit with gleaming gold sconces on the walls. 
The flames they held were bright and inviting, even from where he stood, he could feel the warmth 
glossing over his small frame. The path seemed inviting enough were it not for the crumbling 
stone. Large chunks or the path had fallen away and, in their place, left gaping holes of darkness. 
Spiderweb cracks littered the floor and parts of the wall fell inward. It was unstable, as if any 
misplaced pebble would send the entire thing crashing down. If he fell into that deep nothing, 


would he ever hit the bottom, or would he fall for eternity? 


The path to the right was dimly lit. The wall sconces were tarnished copper and the small flame 
flickered in an out, casting grotesque shadows on the wall. There was a carpet running the length 
of the hall, it was moth bitten and little damp, but it still held a sort of regality about it. The 
dripping seemed to originate from this way. It was rhythmic, like a steady pulse. Ominous it its 
uniformity. There seemed to be a chill drifting about the hall, blowing cold air on to unsteady 
flames, threatening to plunge the path into the dark. Where the left path brought warmth, the right 
brought the cold. It reminded him of moments spent upon the mountain tops, gorging himself on 
snow in an effort to exist just a moment longer. 


Xiao stood there for perhaps much too long weighing his choices. 
Lack of certainty. 

Lack of stability. 

Lack of warmth. 


There was no good path to take it would seem. Even if one seemed better than another, perhaps 
they all lead to failure in the end. What if in this nightmare there was no correct path? What if, no 
matter what he chose he ends up in the same place? What then? 


Xiao closed his eyes and ventured to the right, following the sound of dripping water. It seemed the 
most logical path to take, after all, he has always lacked that feeling of warmth. 


His footsteps became muffled from the carpet, yet each step seemed to make a squelching sound. 
The back of his throat was thick with nausea, and he resisted the urge to swallow back. 


After what seemed like miles of walking, Xiao found himself in front of a door. It was made of a 
sturdy wood that seemed to have been eaten away by moisture and mold. The handle was iron 
wrought and rusted around the nails. When Xiao reached for that handle, the coldness seemed to 
steal the warmth from his body. It was frigid to the touch and for a moment he feared his skin 
would freeze to the metal. 


The door creaked as it opened, the room revealed was spacious and chandeliers hung from the 
ceiling. It was littered in cobwebs and not all of the candles were lit, casting an ominous light 
across the room. The floor was covered in oceans of red, the stillness of it casting the reflections of 
those half-lit candles. 


He could not see the back of the room, not sure if it ended, or like long dark hallway, went on 
forever. 


Xiao took a step forward, only to feel the floor drop below him. The red water settled at the crest of 
his hip, thick in its viscosity and smelling to harshly of iron that he gagged. It was tacky and it was 
warm. 


Blood. 
That made sense, Xiao supposed, for him to find himself once more covered in the ichor of life. 


He wadded his way through the thickness of life and reached desperately for that darkness before 
him, hoping in desperation perhaps this was the way out. 


He felt something grab at his leg, and Xiao jerked away quickly, almost falling into the vicious red. 


He stumbled faster, using his arms to propel himself forward, parting the blood around him in 
efforts to lessen the resistance. 


Quicker. 
Quicker. 


Again, he felt the faintest touches to his ankle, his leg, his thigh. Scratching, clawing, grabbing. 
Trying in vain to pull him down. To drown him further in the embodiment of his sins. 


Faster. 
Faster. 


He was leant forward now, practically swimming, the door in which he entered seeming to sit miles 
behind him, and still not an exit in sight. 


The blood around him began to bubble. Steam drifting upwards as it boiled bringing with it an 
astringent scent that made his nose crinkle and his eyes watered. His vision blurred and he had to 
stop his hands from unconsciously raising in attempt wipe away the moisture. 


He blinked in rapid succession, successful in letting the tears run down his cheeks and clear away 
the blurriness. 


The blood bubbled faster, it seemed to slosh around him, cresting upwards in waves before 
crashing down around him splattering his face in red. 


It moved like it was alive, like something lived just below the waters preying on the weak and the 
wary that venture into their domain. 


Xiao was gasping for breath as he fought harder against the bubbling currents, his throat dry and 
burning. 


Figures seemed to emerge from the depths around his. Their grotesque figures were twisted and 
deformed, as if someone tried to paint a person from memory. The frames were skeletal, yet their 
stomachs seemed to bulge. Filled with the gas released by necrotic flesh and liquid organs. 


Waxy skin still clung to them as if masquerading as a human. The mangled beings stared at him, 
milky eyes seemingly looking right through him. As if they could see every flaw, every mistake, 
every sin. 


They wore clothing that hung off their frames in tatters, styles spanning many different 
generations. The cloth was dipped red, torn into mere shreds of fraying cloth. 


Bones protruded through yellowed skin, the skin flayed open and the wounds oozed pus and blood. 
Their mouths were opened, each and every one moaning and screeching in perpetual agony. 


He felt a small hand latch to his wrist. He was quick to pry his limb from wicked hands and spun to 
face the perpetrator. 


Before him stood a child. Skeletal as the rest, but noticeably smaller, her head barely cresting over 
the surface of the water. Her face tilted upwards in an attempt to stay afloat in this ravaging sea of 
blood. 


Her mouth was forced open, split right through the skin of her cheeks and into the tendons of her 


jaw. Her tongue was missing, and she had only a few baby teeth to spare. 


Her eyes were clear, they did not look through him, but rather at him and all the more vulnerable 
he felt. 


“Do you remember me big brother?” 


Her voice was grating and watching the lower half of her face move was nightmarish in its own 
right. He could hear so clearly the cracking of her jaw and the squelchy slide of waxy skin. 


“No, I don’t...” He trailed off. He felt weak, sick even. He wanted so desperately for that to be the 
truth, that no, he did not remember anything, did not remember anyone. 


He’s always been awful at lying. 

“Big brother doesn’t remember? Why don’t you remember?” 

Xiao swallowed back his fear, and moved away from the child, his gaze never leaving hers. 
“T remember you, big brother!” She sang cheerfully, “All of us do!” 

The corpses screamed louder at her exclamation. 


“T gave you a flower!” She said, reaching her hand out to him once more. “It was really pretty do 
you remember?” 


And he did. 


How could he not. A child so small, so innocent and so trusting. How cruel for her to show 
kindness to a monster such as he. 


It was at the beginning of the new lunar cycle, and he sat upon a stone covered in blood much like 
he is now when the young girl approached him. She was alone, more than likely a child who 
wandered too far from the village that was nestled a ways down. One could just faintly see the 
glow of the village lights in the distance. 


She looked at him as critically as one her age was able, lip stuck out in a pout. Xiao did not move 
from his perch, choosing instead to observe her with weary eyes. 


“Are you hurt big brother?” She asked, her voice light like flower petals. She was cute, clear 
honey browned eyes, and freckles splotched across her cheeks. 


Xiao did not answer her. 
“Big brother?” She asked again, venturing closer to his prone form. 
Xiao stiffened at her proximity. 


“I’m fine.” He said in hopes for her to leave him to his solitude. He was stiff, and he could feel his 
fingers tremble. 


“But you've got a lot of red on you!” She said with all seriousness, “When I hurt my knee there 
was lots of red too! Mama says it’s because I got hurt.” 


“Tam not hurt,” Xiao said simply. 


“But...” the little girl trailed off; her eyes grew glassy as if holding back tears. “But all the red,” 
she said at last, sniffling. 


“Tam not hurt. I implore you now to leave me be. Return home, your...mama, she will start to 
worry.” 


“Oh, I don’t want mama to worry,” She whispered, pulling at the hem of her dress, eyes downcast. 


She looked up at Xiao once more before giving a firm nod in his direction before running off into 
the direction of the village, throwing a wave over her shoulders as she ran. 


He sighed, closing his eyes, his shoulders slumping over in an imitation of relaxation. A strange 
feeling burned in his chest, and he felt his eyebrows furrow at the foreign sensation. The sound of 
running came towards him, and his eyes snapped open, hand reaching out as if in preparation to 
call forth his blade. 


The small girl had returned, and in her hand she a sweet flower. Its petals were crushed, and the 
stem bent in a too strong grip; nectar ran down her wrists. Yet she was smiling so widely as she 
presented it to him. 


“What?” Xiao asked, his voice dripped in disbelief. 


“When I have a really yucky day, papa gives me flowers and it makes the day not so yucky. So, I 
picked one for you!” 


He had half a mind to ignore such an insignificant gift, yet her open and earnest smile made him 
hesitate. She did not look upon him in fear, nor in pity. 


That strange sensation grew larger and with shaking fingers plucked the flower from her grasp. It 
bent downward and a petal fluttered to the ground. 


“Thank you,” he said simply. 
The next day Azlin ordered the land to be hers. 
There were no survivors. 


Looking to the little girl now he did not see her smiling face or freckled cheeks. He saw the 
aftermath of a demon. 


A victim to slaughter. 


“Do you remember now big brother?” She asked, her voice seeming to warp into guttural groans 
as She spoke. “You made us hurt big brother. That’s why there’s so much red. Mama was right.” 


The corpses screamed. 


Xiao turned his back to her, wading faster pulling his limbs out of grasping hands, and pushing 
past bodies that barreled towards him at speeds that seemed almost impossibly. Their screaming 
echoed in his ears and rang in his head. 


So loud, so loud it felt like his eyes were vibrating. 


Their shrieking followed him, their fear swallowed him, their anger burned him and still Xiao ran. 
How long must he run before his past stays in the past? How far must he go to find some 


semblance of peace. 
By Celestia he wants only to rest. 


The screaming tapered off, and Xiao found himself blessedly along in the pool of red. The corpses 
that scrapped at his heels no longer in sight, as if they never existed to begin with. 


He looked around him, and in every direction, there sat only darkness. He turned rapidly in circles 
hoping to catch a glimpse of some sort of exit, desperation clawing at his chest and squeezing at 
his lungs. 


The blood shifted once more, and Xiao leapt away from the disturbance. From the plasma rose a 
figure who despite their appearance was one Alatus would never forget, a figure Xiao was still 
recovering from. 


Before him stood Azlin, her cheek crushed inward and half of her body crumbling away. She 
staggered towards in on unsteady feet, yet she moved much more quickly than he himself had been 
able. Her smile twisted on her face, long dark hair floating in the blood behind her like a veil of 
corruption. 


“Hello pet,” She crooned. Her voice still dripping with imitation honey. “It has been some time 
since we have seen each other. I have missed you dearly.” 


Her hand reached out to him, long nails scrapping at skin as she caressed his cheek in a mockery 
of maternal affections. 


He wanted to flee from her grasp, and yet no matter how much he willed his legs to move he felt 
trapped. Like his legs were encased in stone and he was sinking. He closed his eyes, lips 
trembling. 


“You were quite naughty pet. Leaving your master to such a fate. Loyal dogs should die in 
protection of their owner, and yet here you stand before me, fit as a fiddle. It’s a bit cruel if you ask 


” 


me. 


“This one is sorry mistress Azlin,” Xiao whispered, his eyes clenched tight so that he may not rest 
his gaze on her. 


“Yes, yes, always sorry.” She whispered harshly in return. Her hand moved to clench viciously at 
his jaw, her jagged nails cutting where they gripped. “Yet here you stand where your apology is 
meaningless! Here you stand as useless as the day I found you.” 


“This one is sorry,” he said again. 


“Shut up Alatus! No one wishes to hear of your useless apologies. If you were truly so apologetic 
than it would have been you Morax killed, and it would have been I who came out victorious. 


He knew better than to correct her faulty logic. Morax stood stronger than both of them, and the 
army that trailed him, the generals he kept. There was no chance at victory. 


Still, perhaps it would have been better to perish than to persist. 
“This one is sorry,” he whispered once more. 


He felt her hand slap harshly across his face, head whipping to the side with the force of the strike. 
A splashing thunk followed, and as he opened his eyes he found her arm hovering above his face, 


what was left of her hand having fallen at the price of her strike. She stared at the stump in anger, 
lightning seemed to crackle in her eyes. 


“Look what you have done you insolent wretch!” She screamed, electo flashing across the water 
and singeing his skin. She lunged for him, her body crumbling faster at the movement until she 
dissolved completely into the body of blood. 


Xiao stood paralyzed, too afraid to move in case she rose once more to offer him more torment. 


His breathing grew ragged, and in an effort to flee he chose a direction at random and kept 
wading, praying to anyone who would listen that soon he would be free from this torment. 


Eternity felt shorter than this, he could not help but think. Surely, he would wake soon. He must 
have slept for eons by now. 


He felt like crying when at long last the ocean of blood and corpses gave way to a stone platform. 
On the platform sat a lone woman. He could not identify her, not with how far away she still was, 
and so Xiao padded faster, almost swimming in an effort to reach salvation at long last. 


As the woman on the platform became clearer, Xiao's heartfelt lighter. He recognized the long 
hair, tied up in the most intricate of buns, the long and flowing hanfu, embroidered so rich and 
beautiful. Knew those kind eyes. 


“Miss Guizhong?” He whispered, a sob breaking free from his throat. 
His eyes burned. 


“You had quite the journey little bird,” she said to him. Her voice open and accepting. That warm 
smile on her face beckoning him closer. “I’m sure you must have been sacred. It’s alright now, I’m 
here.” 


“This one wants to leave please,” Xiao whispered to her as he finally made his way to the 
platform. 


“IT know child. But I’m afraid that will not be possible. Not now.” She whispered to him, reaching 
out so that she may cradle his cheek in her hand much like Azlin had not long ago. 


She felt cold. 


“This one does not understand. Please, this one would like to wake up now, please wake this one 
up,” He pleaded, voice taking on notes of hysteria. 


“I’m sorry my little bird,” She whispered, “I did not know the curse that you bear. Did not know 
the misfortune that follows you like a plague.” 


“This one...this one does not understand!” Xiao shouted, his emotions growing too much for him to 
handle. 


“T cannot leave, and neither can you. The dead reside here my dear. But do not fear, I am here, 
forever and for always I am here,” She smiled at him in sadness, thumb brushing the underside of 
his eye in comfort. 


“No,” Whispered Xiao, backing away from her in disbelief. “No, that’s a lie. You are alive. You 
were alive when one fell asleep, and you will be alive when one wakes up. Tell this one how to 
wake up. Tell this one!” 


“Calm yourself little bird, it’s alright.” 


She stood, making her way into the crimson waters, the blood seeping into the heavy fabrics she 
wore and warping the embroidery. Her hand reaching for him once more. 


Xiao summoned his wings to his back, only to gag at the state they were in. Gone were the full and 
lush feathers he worked so hard to nurture, to clean, to care for. Instead from his back protruded 
two skeletal limbs. The joints were bent and fell awkwardly at his back. 


“Do not fight child. Stay here, I will protect you. You are not alone, not here.” Guizhong said to 
him. He jumped at her proximity and scrambled back. “There are many here who have been 
wronged by your hands, I know the task will be difficult, but I will be with you every step of the 
way. You owe them peace little bird, you owe them apology,” 


“No...” He scrambled back. 


“T know, but it is something that needs to be done. The hardest tasks offer the most enriching 
rewards. 


“No, no please, this one wants to wake up,” he sobbed curling over himself, the skeletal wings 
creaking as they shifted behind him. The smell of iron was burning in his nose. 


“I’m sorry, truly Iam. Come now, they are waiting for you,” Guizhong placed her hand gentle on 
his back, guiding him forward where an army of corpses awaited him. 


They were not screaming, not moaning or groaning. They did not lunge or grab. Milky eyes staring 
at him in anticipation. 


Xiao shook his head, stepping backwards and bumping into Guizhong who still stood behind him. 
“Tt’s alright. There is nothing to fear, not while I am here,” She whispered gently. “They are 
waiting for you.” 


He felt her push against his shoulder, and he stumbled forward, he turned to look at her, not 
wanting to be alone. Only, Guizhong no longer stood behind him, and there was no stone platform 
anywhere in sight. She was gone as if she had never even been there to begin with. 


He faced forward once more, only to come in contact with those all-seeing milky eyes much closer 
than they were moments before. The screaming began once more. He brought his hands up to 
cover his ears, the feeling of blood draining into his canals made him shiver. 


“Wake up,” He begged. “Wake up.” 


Hands grabbed at him. Pulling at clothing and flesh alike. Hands fisted into his hair, around his 
arms, his throat. Pulling. 


Backwards, forwards, down. 

Xiao did not struggle against the grasping hands, did not scream, did not curse or spit or cry. 
Down. 

Down. 

Down. 


Xiao’s head went under, blood rushing in his eyes, his ears, his nose. The world was blotted out in 


darkness and Xiao felt himself floating; Could feel the phantom touch of decaying corpses and the 
chill of looming death. 


He deserved this, he thought. If anyone deserves a death most horrid it would be him. 


His eyes closed against the darkness. 


Xiao’s eyes snapped open. What greeted him was the crystalline sky of Liyue’s borders. Cloud’s 
drifted lazily across the blue, and birds broke up the sky with their orderly flying patterns. Beside 
him he could make out the faint sound of chatter and laughter. 


He turned her head to the side and caught a glimpse of the wings that still lay splayed out beneath 
him. He almost sobbed at the sight of dark feathers. A hand drifted gently in his hair and he 
jumped at the unexpected touch. He turned to catch sight of the person attached to the offending 
appendage. 


“T apologize little bird. I did not mean to startle you. I thought perhaps you were still asleep,” She 
explained to him, having the courtesy to remove her hand from his person. 


Cloud Retainer was there as well, evidently having stayed to make small talk with the God of Dust. 
The crane looked at him critically, before turning her gaze away. 


“This one is awake.” 
Guizhong laughed lightly. 


“Yes, [can see that. I was surprised you fell asleep at all. Did you rest well my little bird?” She 
asked him with her small and reassure smile. 


“Yes, Miss Guizhong. This one slept well,” His voice was scratchy with the lie, and the God 
looked to him in apprehension. For a moment, Xiao feared she would push for answers. Demand to 
know why he lied so blatantly to her face. 


His gut clenched in apprehension. He knew lying was wrong, mistress Azlin disliked it greatly 
when he lied as well. And yet, explaining why his sleep was not pleasant seemed more daunting 
than any punishment he could ever receive. To put his experience into words felt sickening. And 
so, the only route that seemed logical was to deny and to pray. 


She frowned slightly at him, chewing on her lips as if she wants to push. She must have thought 
better than it, for her frown turned once more into that calming smile. 


“T am glad to hear it. I wonder if you are hungry. I can have Marchosius make us a plate of Almond 
Tofu if you wish,” She whispered to him, as if she spoke to loud the semblance of peace would 
shatter around them. 


Xiao scrunched his face at the unfamiliar term. 
“Almond...tofu?” He questions. 


“Ah! The food that you liked. I figured if it is going to be what you enjoy eating than it should 
have a name, no?” 


“Oh...” He trailed off uncertainly. Do food need names? Can’t they just be? 


“Do you not like the name. I’m sure there is time to change it still,” Her words were light, spoken 
with just the right amount of jest. 


“The name is...acceptable,” He answered, still rather confused. 
Does a dish having a recipe make it taste better? 
He just... did not understand. 


“Acceptable hm?” She smiled at him, reaching her hand out to tuck a strand of his inky hair behind 
his ear. “I think that might be as close to a yes as I am going to receive. So, are you hungry?” 


“Um,” Xiao began, and all at once his eyes swam with the memory of corpses faces, the split 
mouth of a little girl who called him big brother . He swallowed back the sick that settled in his 
throat. “No miss Guizhong. I am not hungry, thank you.” 


She looked sad, but still, she did not push a discussion he clearly did not wish to have. 


“That’s alright, perhaps later then. We still have a bit of daylight ahead of us, I wonder if there is 
something you wish to do today?” She asked instead, hoping to pull his mind away from whatever 
trouble that seemed to plague it. 


“This one, does not wish to do anything,” he answered. 


“That sounds like a wonderful plan my little bird. Sometimes the best way to spend a day is to 
simply enjoy its passing.” 


She laid back in the grass, and turned her attention back to Cloud Retainer, engaging the crane 
once more in discussion. Xiao kept half an ear to them, not quite sure on the significance of a ball 
bearings but the idle chatter was soothing to his racing heart. 


“ Do you remember me big brother?” Came the whispered voice of a little girl, a bent sweet flower 
in her hand. 


“Yes, [remember you all.” 
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Take Flight on Golden Wings 


When evening had descended across the lands of Teyvat, and Xiao was safe in his room, watched 
by the attentive eye of Menogias, Guizhong retired to her own chambers. She took solace in the 
evening air; the stars her only company. It was peaceful, in a way that the daylight can never 
mimic. 


When she arrived, she began shedding her outer layers and taking to the vanity; practiced fingers 
unwinding the long and intricate buns and braids. At the low table in the center of the room sat 
Morax. His grand horns stood proud from his skull, a faint glow emanating a halo around him. He 
was absorbed in his work, long scrolls covering the surface of the table. There was ink splattered 
across his fingers and many brushes were dropped haphazard to the floor. 


His lips were pursed in thought, a slight wrinkle sat between his brows. 


“Is something wrong?” Guizhong asks him, her hair finally freed from its confine to tumble down 
her back. 


“Things are,” Morax utters, his voice sounded far away as his eyes darted between his work. 
“Tense,” he finishes as he finally lifts his eyes to meet hers. 


He looked tired. Far from the regal god he is heralded as. Dark circles sat heavy beneath his amber 
eyes and his skin was pallid and sickly. 


“Are they getting closer?” Guizhong questions him, her voice shook with apprehension, and she 
took her seat beside him. 


“Chi’s troops were spotted just north of the marsh land. There weren’t many. Just sentries at the 
moment. I do not like that they are scoping out our lands, yet on the other hand, attacking them 
first would incite an immediate backlash.” 


Guizhong hummed in thought. She grabbed the report nearest her, eyes skimming over concerned 
words and detailed observations. 


“T understand your concerns. Chi has an army whose might matches our own.” 


“Though younger by far than I, his strength is something even I admire. This battle will be 
difficult. The casualties nothing short of catastrophic,” Morax said, his voice gravelly with dread 
and uncertainty. 


Chi, the dragon who resides in the west was several centuries younger than Morax, but his power 
no less significant. The army he has amassed of mortals and adepti alike rivaled even the might of 
the stars. He controlled his followers with healthy doses of admiration and fear. Blessing them with 
security and power with a simple exchange of servitude. 


His body coursed with poison strong enough to corrode the earth, and a strength substantial enough 
to shatter mountains and crack the sky. 


His power so vast that life was meaningless to him. For what joy was he ever to receive from the 
insects that scuttle around his feet? What would one as powerful as he gain from a world that 
trembled with his every step? 


He is the perfect specimen. Carved from the very foundation of Teyvat’s mountains, the waters of 
the lands flow too through his veins. His mind has seen everything and knows everything. For one 
such as he, only complete dominion is an acceptable outcome. 


And in turn, he has gained an enemy in the form of the War God. Morax, the dragon who was 
contradictory in every form to the dragon Chi. 


Morax, who viewed his people as equals. 
Who walked beside his people and lead them with compassion and trust. 
Morax, who would not stand for the blatant destruction and death that followed Chi like sin. 


“T had the intention of sending Sky bracer out to scope.” Started Morax, his tone as tired as he 
looked. 


“Hm, his speed would prove advantageous.” Guizhong agreed softly, her chin held aloft between 
her forefinger and thumb. “I wonder if we should press back the threat that he has given us?” 


“And what is it you would propose?” 


“A small battalion. Not our strongest, but strong enough to send a message. We can station them 
near the border they are pressing. A respectable way to tell them we know they are watching them, 
and we in turn are observing them.” 


Morax nodded his head along to her suggestions. 


It was plausible. In fact, if there is one thing Chi fears it would be the might of the assembly. 
Morax alone poses a danger, but with his bodies that stand by his side they are nigh unstoppable. 


“Tf that is our course of action, perhaps it would be best to send an envoy of Bosacius’ soldiers? As 
the Marshall his prowess is nearly unmatched, and his underlings reflect that power. They are 
strong and quick witted, truly the best for the job.” 


“Yes, L agree. His troops are admirable indeed. Yaksha’s themselves they will be able to sense the 
malevolence much sooner than any others. The plan is a good one I should think,” she agreed 
easily. Although her voice still shook with apprehension. 


“T shall discuss with my generals then.” Morax said in finality. 


The two lapsed into silence. It was neither comfortable nor uncomfortable. It simply was. Morax’s 
eyes never seemed to stop roaming across the pages of battle reports and Guizhong had pulled her 

long hair over her shoulders, working deft fingers through the strands and pulling them into a long, 
singular braid. 


“He fell asleep today,” Guizhong said, breaking through the silence “I was rather surprised, but I 
can’t say that I’m not happy.” 


“Hm?” Morax hummed high in his throat in lieu of answer, his eyes still roaming the pages. 
“Are you listening Li?” 

“Yes,” he said, finally lifting his gaze from the pages. “I am listening.” 

“Oh, are you? What have I said then?” 

“That... you are happy?” Morax seemed uncertain. 


“Silly beast,” she gave a wry smile in his direction. “Xiao, he fell asleep today. I was rather 
surprised, but he needed it. He just... he looks so exhausted .” 


“He slept willingly. I find the notion rather impossible to believe.” Morax said, turning his 
attention to her completely. 


“T don’t think willingly would be the appropriate term here. The night before had been rather, we’ ll 
say stressful, and so today I took him to the mountain spring. We worked his wings for a bit. I think 
he was just so tired that he couldn’t stay awake a moment longer.” 


“Exhaustion finally caught up to him then?” 


“Yes. He said he slept alright, but I have a hard time in believing him. His soul seemed shaken.” 
Guizhong whispered, twisting her hands into the fabric of her robes, worrying at her fingers. 


“The young adeptus, for all his tribulations is quite head strong and stubborn. I’m sure as he 
progresses, we will see that stubbornness in full, for now though, he hides it away under layers of 
submission.” 


“He is strong, of that I am certain.” 


“Of that my dear, I agree wholly,” Morax agreed easily, tipping her head to her. “I wonder though, 
to what you meant about the events of yesterday?” 


Guizhong looked troubled. Brows furrowed in thought. She opened and closed her mouth several 
times before finally setting her lips into a thin hard line. She took a deep breath in through her nose 
slowly before releasing it in one quick breath. 


“T am not entirely sure of the details myself. All I know is that Xiao teleported into market and 
consequently fell into a panic. He frightened the villagers, and many feared he had arrived to 
slaughter them. Fruitless accusations no doubt, but still, people were scared.” 


“T see, and what reason was he at market?” 


“T was told he was looking for Bonanus. Menogias and she were there and removed the little bird 
from the chaos, but he seemed almost out of it when I found them. I feel as if those two left out 
something rather important,” she told him. “And yet, I can’t seem to fault them. I feel as if they did 


it in protection of the boy.” 
“Do you think it is something that would cause harm?” Morax asks, his voice tense. 


“No,” she said in turn, her voice was hard with conviction. “If there was even a remote chance of 
anyone being in danger, I am confident that they would not have hidden it from either of us.” 


Morax nodded in agreement, but he seemed hesitant. Guizhong was confident in his trust in her, 
and so did not fear any repercussions to any other yaksha involved in this incident. 


Because, as the days passed it was undoubtable, the light that shined through the darkness 
shrouding the little bird's heart. He is and always has been a yaksha. Blessed was he with 
benevolence. And strong was he to purify the dark. 


“In what team, do you think he would be placed in?” Guizhong asks him. 


The two seemed to share one wavelength, and in turn Morax had no trouble at all in determining 
what she meant. He closed his eyes in thought, head tilted back to expose the long and slender 
expanse of his throat. 


“T wonder.” he answered calmly, humming in thought, dropping his head to the side so it rested 
against his left shoulder. “His physical prowess is something of a marvel. Bosacius seems the most 
logical as his men act as our front line.” 


“Yes, but the little bird has speed unmatched, and adding that to Bosacius’ insatiable disklike for 
Xiao, I think perhaps Indarias serves a better candidate. Besides, most of her troops are ranged 
fighters, it would be beneficial to add someone that specialized in close combat styles” 


“Yet, the General Musatas also harbors that same ‘ dislike’ as you so eloquently put. Perhaps 
Bonanus, she is not as fast or as powerful as the aforementioned, but her skills are nicely balanced, 
she excels in stealth, and is effective in her take downs. Well rounded, and she would serve a good 
mentor as he already has a respect for her. 


“T think you would be surprised on how well Xiao and Indarias got along when we were together. I 
was rather surprised myself. Although you do make an excellent counter argument. Menogias 
would be able to aid him greatly. As one of our main strategists he would be able to guide Xiao in 
ways of offensive and defensive battle. He has a smooth fighting style that matches Xiao’s quite 
wonderfully. 


“Hm, perhaps it would be easier to place their names in a goblet and draw?” Morax said with 
humor in his voice. 


“Ha! Either way he is a versatile young man, and he would benefit anywhere I suppose. Perhaps he 
would even command his own squadron as time passed.” 


“A general in his own right? I wonder...” Morax closed his eyes in thought, voice no longer coated 
in thoughtful humor but blanketed in genuine wonder. “Would he stay that long, I wonder?” 


“T... hope he does. I hope he can find home here in these lands... with these people.” The lady 
whispered; hand clasped across her heart. “He does not know, does he?” 


“Know, that he is a yaksha? I should think not,” Morax answered easily. 


“When is he to know?” She asked. 


“Life has a bit of a strange way of moving things along. Perhaps he will learn when his skills are 
most needed.” He says quietly. “Until then, it might be best to leave him in the dark on this 
particular matter for the time being. He fears the Yaksha strongly.” 


“Yes, he does. How much damage would he take to know he is what he fears?’ Guizhong whispers 
quietly. “It would break him.” 


Xiao and Menogias sat in silence in that small little room that served as the young 

adeptus’ quarters. The geo yaksha had his eyes trained steadfast to the little bird, and Xiao for all 
his credit avoided that gazed with earnest, keeping his eyes glued to the corner. A spiderweb had 
taken roost in that corner a while back, and since its host moved on, has done nothing more than 
collect dust. 


“Xiao, the sun has been up for hours now, perhaps it best if we got you something to eat?” 
Menogias kept his voice soft. 


Xiao said nothing, not even a twitch in the Older’s direction. Menogias would have been proud of 
the defiance, so stark in contrast to the boy's usual temperament. Yet, given the events of a few 
days prior he felt it unwise to push. No need for another meltdown so soon after another. 


“T'm sure Marchosius made something quite delicious. He always does after all.” 


Still, Xiao did not respond, eyes still glued to that dust covered cobweb. He chewed 
absentmindedly at his bottom lip and it took everything in Menogias power not to walk over and 
pull the flesh from bloodstained teeth. He had a feeling his touch would not be received well at this 
moment. 


“Little bird? You must eat to regain your strength.” 


“This one is not so helpless they would shatter should they miss a meal,” Xiao finally spoke, his 
face still trained ahead, eyes unblinking. 


“T don’t think that, Xiao. But I know that nothing bad has ever come from good food.” 


“One does not understand your words. One is not hungry, so one will not eat. That is all.” The 
young boys voice was monotonous, and his face lacked the vivacity of life. 


“Do you fear, what you have told us little bird?” Menogias asked gently, he kept his face open, not 
wanting to spook the child before him. 


“No, this one does not fear it.” 
“You are lying.” Said Menogias. 
“No, this one does not fear it.” 


“No danger will befall you for possessing such a gift. Truly, it is amazing that of which you are 
capable. You need not be afraid to share your talents. 


“This one does not fear it.” 


Menogias sighed but did not push the issue further lest he strain a relationship already too fragile. 
His eyes glanced out the window taking in the suns shining brilliance, and the bustling people 


beyond the door. It’s strange for Xiao to still be in his room. The little bird would normally flee 
from this room at the suns first light so as not to get caught in the village activity. 


“Alright, I will drop the issue. Well then, what would you like to do today?” the yaksha asked, 
turning the conversation to a topic hopefully more lighthearted in nature. 


“This one would like to stay here today.” He answered easy enough, his tone still just as 
despondent. 


“Stay here? Okay, and what would you like to do?” 


Xiao furrowed his brow so hard his nose scrunched in response. He didn’t say anything, and still he 
refused to turn his gaze to the yaksha. 


“Would you like me to leave?” 

No answer. 

“xiao?” 

No answer. 

“T will not be angry if you want me to leave,” Menogias said softly. 


Xiao seemed to clench and unclench his hands, bunching up the fabric of his trousers as an outlet 
to his uncertainty. 


“Xiao?” the yaksha prodded once more. 


“This one.... this one would like to be alone.” Xiao finally said. “Please...” he whispered as if 
tacking on that small word would save him from the wrath of those who stand higher than he. 


“Alright. I wish you a good day then. And I would ask you to please eat something today. Okay?” 


Xiao nodded, although Menogias had a feeling the little one would not heed his advice. He shook 
his head before standing, deciding now would be a good time to pick his battles. Pushing too hard 
and too far could have irreparable damage after all. He moved back the curtain, and ducked out 
beneath the door frame, shooting one last look the boy who sat huddled on the bed. 


As he stepped into the sunlight, he had to squint his eyes to prevent the blinding glare in his iris. 
Many people stopped in their path to offer him their respect, and he bowed his head in return. It 
took a lot of will power for him not to turn around and return to the little bird. He knew that he 
needed his space, no matter how much it pained him to do so. 


He walked through the village, taking a narrow and downtrodden path that led down to the river. 
His brother and sisters liked to gather at the stream and take moments respite to the busy bustle of 
the assembly. It served as a quiet place that they could just exist outside a militaristic environment. 
They met there most afternoons, when their schedules would line up. They didn’t stay long, just a 
passing conversation before they went about their day. 


It wasn’t up to the same caliber as their lunch dates, or dinners, but it was nice. A way to know that 
everyone is still well, that they are still here. 


When he arrived, he was met with the cheerful smile of his sisters. It wasn’t so odd for Bosacius 
not to be there, especially considering the fight they had not so long ago. It was expected but that 


did not make the sting any more bearable. 


Well, if Bo wanted to throw his tantrum who was he to stop him? A voice of reason only serves a 
purpose if it is regarded after all. 


“Well met you two,” he said smiling, making his way to the riverbank. 


Indarias and Bonanus waved back to him happily, shifting to seamlessly welcome him into their 
conversation. Menogias settled beside them, his long sleeves brushing against Inda’s bare arm. 


“How was...Xiao?” Bonanus asked him, her voice pitching down to a whisper when she said his 
name, as if trying to avoid him hearing. Although given the boy’s evident gift, it was more than 
likely he heard anyway. 


Unless he wasn’t listening? 


Menogias wasn’t aware of all the details, given how Xiao acted when his ability was revealed, the 
two yaksha failed to receive any information on how it actually worked. Perhaps Xiao could only 
hear when he wanted to? If it was on all the time, surely it would become bothersome and 
distracting. 


Menogias shook his head, no use dwelling after all. 

“He decided he wanted some alone time today. He’s in his room.” 

“Ts he feeling ill?” asked Bonanus, her face pinched in concern 

“No, I don’t think so?” he answered, “I think just... overwhelmed. Bo isn’t joining us today?” 


Both women shook their head, faces sour. Tension between the three and their brother had reached 
heights it had never reached before. Sure, they’ ve argued in the past, disagreements were common. 
But this, this was an extent that had never reached before. 


“Tm sure brother Bosacius will come to his senses. We just need to give him some space for now.” 
said Bonanus, her smile sad. 


“Um, has Xiao made a decision on...well on if it was okay to meet me?” Indarias asked, her voice 
was meek. A rather strange thing to hear from such a boisterous woman. 


“He has not. Not yet anyway, don’t rush it sister. Let him decide on his own time.” Said her 
brother. 


She nodded her agreement, trying hard not to let the disappointment bleed into her facade. It made 
sense, his hesitation, but that did not make the pain of rejection any less painful. Indarias, for all 
her wonderful qualities lacked patience, and wasn’t that just an awful thing to lack. 


eventually the topic turned to something more cheerful in nature. And it was not long until the trio 
were immersed in more happy conversation. 


Xiao sat still on that small creaky bed, still staring at that lone dust covered web. Menogias had 
left some time ago, the sun now sitting higher than it had before. The voices of the villagers 
seemed to rise in volume. They crashed against his ears in discordant chimes and his stomach 
clenched at the overwhelming nature of it all. 


The little bird was used to silence. The stone room of Lady Azlin’s domain was always so quiet 
that the silence echoed loudly in his ears. A truly strange phenomenon, but one he had grown 
accustomed to. Here, the quiet was not quiet. There was always noise. 


Noise from the people, from animals, from insects. It was all around him, and so he was forced to 
acclimate to a new quiet. How strange a thing. 


He can’t say he dislikes this new form of quiet, but it is rather difficult to get used to. It’s strange to 
be away from everything, but still so close to it. He felt included in ways that never happened with 
Lady Azlin, yet the hate the villagers harbor excludes him in ways that make his heart clench 
painfully. 


Xiao has always wanted to dance, but this dance seems too complicated for unpracticed feet. 


Perhaps, if he watched the people, he could learn how to interact with them. Or at least know how 
to make them less hostile towards him. If he can avoid angering them, then perhaps he can be 
okay. 


He only needs to survive until he is better. When he is better, then he can leave. That’s the contract 
he has formed with Morax. 


But how does he know when he is better? 
Does someone decide that, or does he? 
If he gets to decide then... well then, he thinks he’s better now? 


Xiao shook his head. He does not get to decide. Dogs do not get to decide, they must follow the 
orders of their master. 


Who decides then? Morax? 
When he is better, he can leave the assembly. 


Xiao’s stomach pinched painfully at that thought. Leaving seemed... scary. Being here used to be 
what was scary, but now it is just here. If he were to leave here, then there would be a new kind of 
scary he has to navigate. 


Perhaps, thought Xiao, he is nothing more than a coward, and he is just scared of things that are 
new. New things are scary so perhaps it's an okay thing to be scared of. 


His thoughts felt jumbled, and his head seemed to pulse with every thought he had. 
Xiao decided he did not like that feeling at all. 


He took a deep breath and unfurled himself from the ball he had curled himself into. His back 
itched and he flexed his shoulders in an attempt to dislodge that aggravating feeling. He could feel 
his wings pushing at the subspace they were hidden within. He made his way to the window, 
climbing upon the sill, he took hold of the overhang of the roof, and pulled himself up and through. 
It took a bit of awkward maneuvering to make it to the top of the building, and he got a sizeable 
scrape on his shin for the effort, but Xiao felt better outside, and free up higher. 


Granted, the height was rather laughable compared to mountain tops and reaching trees, but it 
granted a vision he could not see from the ground. 


He ignored the looks the villagers sent him as he sat perched atop the eaves of the building. Their 
fear caused a tacky feel in his mouth and Xiao swallowed reflexively against it. 


“Mommy look, there's a boy up there!” Shouted a little boy, pointing to the young adeptus in glee. 
He seemed to hop on his toes his smile pulling at his rose flushed cheeks. 


“Hush now Haoran,” His mother said hurriedly, grabbing his hand and pulling him along the path. 
“It's not...it's not polite to point.” 


Her voice was breathless with fear. 


Xiao watched them go with keen eyes. How strange for someone to look to him without an ounce 
of fear. Perhaps, that is the novelty of youth for only the young are truly fearless. They had not 
begun to learn what an awful world awaits them. 


How tragic it is to grow older. 
But, how equally tragic to die young? 


After a while the murmuring fear of the townsfolk began to sit in the background of his mind, ears 
tuning into the bird song that chirped around him. Every once in a while, Xiao would chirp back in 
turn, and watch them fly away on flittering wings. 


His back itched again. 


He wanted to release his wings but knew better than releasing them where people could set their 
gaze upon them. 


Xiao looked out across the town; the people were more tense than usual, but they still went about 
their duties. Their movements seemed slower and more deliberate, and there was not nearly as 
much laughter. It’s strange, for him to miss such a sound but miss it he did. 


There was no laughter with Lady Azlin, there was only cries for mercy and wails of the broken. 


Xiao thought, for but a moment, that it would be better if he returned to his room. But the thought 
of staying another moment in that small, box like room caused a sensation across his flesh that felt 
akin to crawling insects. He repressed a shudder in response. 


A small commotion drew his attention to the back of the village. A group stood huddled in the 
road, hurried voices melding together. A few would look back towards him, before looking 
forward once more. 


He tilted his head but did not move from his perch. 
Curiosity was a dangerous thing after all. 


The group stayed huddled for a moment or two longer before parting, men and woman moving to 
the side to reveal the tall figure they formed around. 


It was the tall yaksha. The one with four arms. 
Xiao swallowed and shifted tensing his legs in case he was made to flee. 


The man's gaze was locked to the little bird as he made his way over, arms swinging at his side, 
lumbering strides heavy and purposeful. He stopped just short of Xiao’s room, close enough to 
speak, but not close enough where he would have to strain his neck to look upon the boy. 


“You cause a panic for my people,” Bosacius said, his voice hard with authority. It took every 
ounce of self-control, every moment of training pushed by Azlin's hand for Xiao to suppress the 
flinch that threatened to surface. 


Instead, he stared back evenly. 

“This one does not mean to,” Xiao whispered. 

“That is a lie. Attack dogs thrive in fights, you are no different,” He snarled in turn. 
“This one... does not wish to scare anyone.” 


“And yet you do so anyway. I will not tolerate it. | made an oath to protect the people of this 
assembly, and yet they come to me with fear. Of a demon who watches them from roof tops.” His 
voice was calm, but it was soaked in venom. 


“This one is sorry,” Xiao shifted against the churning of his gut intent now on returning to that 
small room. It was better in there after all he supposed. At least hidden behind four walls he was 
not subjugated to such hate and scathing looks. 


“The bloodhound of Azlin does not feel remorse. There is nothing in your heart but a love of 
bloodshed and carnage. You do not feel remorse and you do not feel regret. You are a monster 
carved from the very foundations of war, and as long as you reside here you will bring with you 
nothing but death!” 


Xiao gasped, his eyes widening in memory of a blood-filled sea, corpses waiting behind him, 
decaying hands reaching to drag him under. Before him sat Guizhong upon a stone platform. 


Remembered her words echoing in his mind: 


‘I did not know the curse that you bear. Did not know the misfortune that follows you like a 
plague.’ 


He shut his eyes tight against the memory. 


“No, this one...this one...” He said, voice mounting in desperation, yet he found himself choking 
against the hate and anger that burned bright on the yakshas face. 


“You cannot defend yourself with lies! His voice boomed and Xiao resisted the urge to cover his 
ears. 


A hot something churned in his stomach and tied his lungs. He felt as if he couldn’t breathe, but 
also that he was breathing too much. 


His head spun. 
He squeezed his eyes tighter, teeth clenched causing his jaw to creak with the pressure. 
“Return to your room bloodhound or leave. You cause unrest amongst the people.” 


Xiao snapped his eyes open; they were bloodshot and wild. His right hand grasped at the fabric of 
his shirt, twisting the material above his heart in attempt to ground his tumultuous emotions. 


This feeling it was too much, and the intensity of it all caused tears to sting at his eyes, the world 
began blurring around him. 


His breathing was erratic, and his throat felt thick, like it suddenly became too large for his skin to 
hold. 


“This one does not lie!’ He cried. He was shaking. “This one does not lie!” He yelled again. 
“Who are you to speak to me in such a manner?! Return-” 


“NO!” He cried out in anguish. “This one did not wish for this! This one did not wish to hurt! This 
one did not wish to kill!” 


“Why do you lie?” 
“This one does not lie!” 


Tears streamed heavy down his cheeks, stuttering breaths causing his chest to hitch in 
uncomfortable and stinging motions. The people of the assembly took to silence, not even the birds 
sang any longer. They glanced to each other in apprehension, some even in pity. 


“This one did not want to serve one's mistress! This one did not want to! Why still, why does one 
need endure this?! Why must one continue to suffer!? This one has suffered fates worse than death 
for eons and still one is here! This one begged the honorable God for death and death was not 
granted! This one.... this one....” 


All at once the fight seemed to flee him. His body sagging against the weight of his words, eyes 
blown wide and unseeing. Before him Bosacius stood in silence, his face still hard as stone. 


Xiao choked back a sob building in his throat. He was shaking so harshly now he was sure he 
could feel his bones rattling beneath his muscle. 


The muscles in his back twitched and the air around the subspace flickered; his wings cresting 
behind him before vanishing once more. The little bird wrapped his arms around himself in an 
effort to subdue the trembling and gathered around him a barrier of anemo energy. He let the wind 
sing praises against his skin, whisper comfort in his ears. 


The air around him seemed to hum and with a loud and resounding pop he teleported away, leaving 
behind nothing more than vicious winds and darkness curling skyward. 


It was silent for a long while, the people left starring at the roof top Xiao occupied only moments 
prior. It was a tense sort of silence, the one that seemed almost taboo to break. It caused a 
nervousness to swell amongst the people, and they all shifted against the sensation. The village all 
sharing one universal emotion of fearful regret. 


“What would the boy do in retaliation?” 
“Bosacius.” 
The silence was deafening. 


The four-armed yaksha froze in recognition of the voice. Their tone seeped in barely concealed 
anger. He turned slowly, taking the time to school his features into one of respect rather than 
anger. 

He knelt before the man, head bowed to submission. 


“Lord Morax.” He whispered. 
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Take Flight on Golden Wings 


Morax walked purposefully through the town, leading Bosacius to the meeting hall. His face was 
blank, not an ounce of emotion shining in his eyes, and his posture was rigid and stern. The 
common folk moved quickly from his path, bowing their heads to him in both admiration and 
apprehension. 


Bosacius was tense. His shoulders sat so rigid they seemed to tremble with the strain of keeping 
them still. He has witnessed anger from the prime adeptus, but never before had he been the 
recipient of such rage. The silence was overbearing, if he were to be honest, he might have 
preferred yelling for this silence seemed to build and assault his mind with anxiety and fear. 


The two of them made it to the hall before too long, yet the walk seemed like it dragged on for 
eternity. Besides the two of them the hall was empty, Stone walls blocked majority of the noise 
from the outside and seemed to trap in a chill that caused goose flesh to erupt across the yakshas 
bare skin. He suppressed his shiver and kept his head bowed in respect. 


In the middle of the room sat the long wooden table, still strewn with battle plans from the last 
meeting that took place between Morax and his generals. That time seemed warmer, the table alive 
with chatter and mirth despite the grievous work that was laid ahead of them. Now, the table is 
cold and empty. 


Morax took his seat at the head, moving scrolls and parchment aside so that he may rest his folded 
hands against the surface without fear of smudging ink. Bosacius remained standing, for he was not 
granted permission to sit. 


On normal occasion, the electro yaksha would take his seat to Rex Lapis’ right without hesitation, 
for this was just as much his table as it was the Gods. Now however, he knew that he was not 
welcome to sit as the man’s right hand. Now, he was to stand in subjugation for his misdeeds. 


The pair sat in silence longer than was truly necessary. Morax prolonging the reprimand for as long 
as he saw fit. He did not ponder or peruse the scattered documents, did not gaze upon Teyvat’s map 
that stretched across the woodwork. Simply he sat, eyes closed softly, and head tilted gently to the 
side as if listening deeply. His hands did not tap, or fidget. Instead, they sat idle upon the table, 
fingers interlocked together. 


Bosacius shifted slightly on his feet in an effort to relieve some of the tension building in his 
calves, only then did Morax turn to acknowledge him. 


“Apologies, am I making you uncomfortable?” The tone was said with sincerity, but Bosacius was 
not so foolish to believe that he meant it. Morax is very good at playing the waiting game. One 
does not live as long as he and fail to learn patience. 


“No, Lord Morax,” the yaksha said in return, dipping his head down lower so his chin grazed his 
chest. 


“Him. Have a seat, we have much to discuss.” 


Morax motion to a seat further down the table on the left-hand side. Bosacius did not miss the 
deliberate seating plan but knew better than to comment on it. He pulled the chair from beneath the 
table and sat; the wood creaked under his weight, and he shifted his hips slightly so that he was 
sitting flush against the back. His foremost arms resting against the table, and the other set that 
sprouted from his back came across to fold against his chest. 


“T trust you know the reason you are here? If not, then I should rethink my decision to name you 
Marshal?” 


“That will not be necessary my Lord. I am... aware.” He trailed off. Logically he knew, but 
emotionally it still stung to be reprimanded in defense of an outsider. A plague. 


“Good, then we shall have no trouble going forward. I would like an explanation Marshal Vitras 
and I would like it quickly.” 


“My lord,” he started. “I was flagged down by a group of villagers. They came to me in fear of the 
bloo- of the adeptus’ presence. I came only to ask him to relocate.” 


“T see, and those were the words you chose to use then?” 
“Not exactly, my Lord,” he said hesitantly. 


“No? Then, it was a variation of those words, still spoken with the respect a guest ought to 
receive?” Morax’s voice was hard with authority, and he sat straighter in the chair. His robes 
shifted with his movement revealing briefly his gold laced arms. 


Bosacius clenched his jaw and cast his eyes downward. 
“You will not answer?” Morax asked. He did not speak in rage, but in open curiosity. 


“T did not speak to him in a way befitting a guest of the assembly, my Lord. I spoke to him as if he 
was an enemy.” 


“T am aware.” 


And he was of course. Morax had been there for the majority of the conversation between the two 
men. He bore witness to the anger, and to the anguish. It hurt him to know that things were at such 
a tense point. He had hoped, perhaps foolishly, that the peoples of Guili would come to welcome 
Xiao. Would come to respect his right as an adeptus and as a warrior. 


He had hoped, yet he also cannot blame. He too was apprehensive of the boy in the beginning. 
Saving him only on whim, he too needed to learn compassion. He is unsure when he began to see 
the boy as something other than an enemy, but he is now thankful that he did. 


“Marshal, I understand your plight with the young adeptus. I am sympathetic to your emotion and 
to your duty to the assembly. But as my Marshal you must be open to change, and you must be able 


to adapt to it. In the end not all enemies stay as such. Some become allies, or friends; they become 
leaders and rulers. And yes, some perish. And those that do take with them their antipathy and their 
hatred, but some of them, they seek forgiveness.” 


Bosacius nodded his head. He did not offer reply, sure still that Morax had much more to say. He 
knew, logistically that not everyone that opposes is cruel, but emotions tended to make things more 
complicated than just standard blacks and whites. 


“Do you understand?” Inquired his God. 
“Yes, my Lord.” 
“Then I wish you to look at me as I am speaking with you.” 


Bosacius startled and lifted his gaze to Morax. The God sat unmoving still at the head of the table, 
his face still blank but his eyes were open and imploring. 


“Apologies, my Lord.” Said Bosacius. 
Morax nodded. 


“Good. I want to know your side. Tell me, why is it you treat the boy with such contempt? Such 
scorn?” 


“T... am unsure, my Lord.” 

“You are lying.” 

“T am not lying my Lord.” 

“A funny thing. Are those not the exact words Xiao said to you?” 


The yaksha startled. Unbidden the image of X1iao’s tear-stained face flashed against his eye lids. 
He clenched the fists that rested against the table. His nails scrapping against the wood grain 
leaving the faintest of scratches. He swallowed back the bile that burned in his throat and inhaled 
deeply to settle the pit that grew in his stomach. 


“Yes, my Lord. That... is what the adeptus said to me.” 
“Then, forgive my lack of understanding. Why is it, when he says those words in defense he is 
subjugated to backlash? Yet when they are spoken by your tongue it is an acceptable phrase?” 


“No, my Lord. “ 
“No? So, I should respond to you with hatred and acid?” 


Bosacius said nothing. That pit grew larger and he himself felt infinitely smaller. It was 
demeaning, to be spoken too in such a manner. To be treated like a child too ignorant to understand 
when they have hurt someone. 


But that is what he is, is it not? He who threw around his power like a badge of honor, and tears 
and fear were his rewards. He who used his voice and his muscle like battle axes to cut through the 
soft flesh of a healing mind. 


Bosacius is a proud yaksha, and he took solace in the smiles and joy of his people. There was no 
greater feeling, no better honor than standing beside those he swore to protect and having them 
look to him in admiration and awe. There was no better joy than to know he has protected every 


woman and every man. Safeguarded every child. 

Why then, does he feel satisfaction at the fearful gaze of the guest adeptus? 

Bosacius felt sick. 

“T seek not your lying tongue Marshal. Tell me, why is it you berate the boy in such a manner?” 


He was silent a long while. Mulling over his thoughts and his feelings. Grasping at patterns and 
outliers trying in vain to piece together his scattered and jumbled thoughts. It was a simple 
explanation, truly it was. And yet speaking his thoughts seemed insurmountable. They seemed 
foolish a concern when seated before a being so much greater than he. A being who has seen so 
much more than he. 


He took a deep breath, holding it high in his chest before releasing it slowly. Only then did he turn 
his gaze forward, his heart and mind sure. 


“When I look at him, all I see are corpses. I have served you many a year now my Lord, and I have 
had the honor of tending to the fallen. I have had the honor of speaking with their kin, and I have 
had the honor of washing blood from their doorsteps. I say it is an honor, but it does not feel as 
such. When I look to the boy all I see is the carnage he brings. I see the blood from my sister's leg 
almost severed in defense to me. I think of children beheaded on battle fields and elderly impaled 
against mountains. When I look to that boy, I see not a future that is bright, but a nightmare coated 
in the red mists of hell.” 


Morax did not speak for a moment. He seemed to be mulling Bosacius words over in his mind. He 
had his hand raised to his bottom lip in thought, his free hand cradling at his elbow. His eyes were 
closed, and he seemed to hum low in his throat in consideration to the yaksha’s words. 


The Gods horns seemed to glow brighter, almost humming with the geo energy that swirled 
through his veins. 


“War, no matter how long you fight, never ceases to be difficult. No matter how many you lose it 
never hurts less. Taking lives does not get any easier and saving lives no less relieving. It is 
damaging to the mind, to the body and to the heart. To want to protect the lives of every man, 
woman and child, but to take the lives of those that live outside your jurisdiction feel’s monstrous, 
but we do it any way. “ 


A pause. A heavy sigh. 
“You scorn him for the lives he has taken, but you do not scorn me? Why is that?” 
“T do not scorn you, my Lord. You seek a world without war. A Liyue governed with peace.” 


“Yes, Guizhong and I strive for that vision, yet my hands for all they preach of peace are drenched 
in the blood of many.” 


“Yes, I know that death is an inevitable in the face of wartime, but...’ Bosacius trailed off, not 
quite knowing what his mind was telling him, only that his heart was screaming them so loudly. It 
was difficult to translate a logic ruled by emotion. 


“T have taken the lives of many men and women. I too have cut short the life of children. I am not a 
soul clean of corruption, in fact I am not a soul that always harbored love for the peoples. Iam a 
dragon Bosacius. We are fickle creatures, greedy and brash in nature. I was guided by a gentle 
hand, and that too is the hand that Xiao requires.” 


“T understand your words my lord, truly I do. I am not understanding however, how it is we are 
meant to guide a beast that thrives off the lives of innocents. How do you bring a creature such as 
that from the shadows? Azlin, who was undoubtably cruel, why would one serve a being such as 
she, to do her biddings so willingly. I’m afraid that is where I am lost.” 


“Willing you say?” Hummed Morax, 
There was a gleam of something in his eye. A sort of curiosity and knowing. 
“T wonder than Marshal, why one as young as he would follow a God willingly?” 


“My Lord?” 

“Xiao has served Azlin for millennia, he has out lasted generation upon generation of mortal 
families but still his appearance is child-like in nature. Not yet fully grown in to his own, and 
ignorant to the world outside, why would one such as he serve upon the front lines of battle?” 


“T... [do not know my lord.” 


“Perhaps, there are greedy Gods out there who look to the thrones of Celestia with lust. Perhaps 
they chance upon beings whose power is unimaginable, and perhaps they use their trickery as 
weaponry and ensnare those unlucky enough to taste the honey of their words.” 


“You do not think he served willingly?” 
“Ts that not what he told you out there upon the eaves?” 


The yaksha sighed at the work around of words. He should have expected it honestly, to have his 
own cruelness thrown back in his face. 


"Yes, my lord, that is what he said," Bosacius said softly. His eyes were downcast, tracing scar 
patterns across his hands in an effort to control his emotions. 


He was humiliated. He was angry. Whilst the emotions in and of themselves were not awful things 
-everyone has a right to feel- the yaksha knew where he to act on these emotions, more harm than 
good would follow in their wake. Best to take things calmly and respectfully. Especially in the 
presence of one's leader. 


“Xiao, you speak of him as if he was Azlin’s own General — to which he was not- and yet, despite 
his prowess in battle, he came to us illiterate. Marshal, do you believe a warrior that serves his 
higher willingly would be so ignorant of the world?” 


Bosacius paused, brows scrunched in thought, he remembered over hearing Menogias speaking 
with Bon about some rudimentary learning scrolls, but Bosacius in all his ignorance thought 
nothing of it. After all, the geo yaksha is well read, and it is not unusual for him to aid in the 
teachings of others. He thought it coincidental at the time. Or perhaps he chose not to think of it at 
all, blinded by rage filled loyalty. 


“T was not aware he could not read nor write,” he said in lieu of answering. Feigning 
surprise seemed easier than admitting mistake. It was a foolish thing really, so human and 
mundane was it in nature to avoid that of which makes you uncomfortable. 


There was an uneasy burn in his chest at the thought. To be so old in the eyes of mortals, and so 
young in the eyes of Gods. To be skilled at taking names and to not even be able to spell one's own. 
It seemed... cruel. 


“Why is it do you think that he was never taught?” Morax asked simply and gazed upon Bosacius 
with a look of knowing. As if he was aware of the twisting and the churning of his stomach. Of the 
aching in his heart. 


“Because those who lack knowledge are easier to command.” 


“Yes,” Morax shifted in his seat leaning his weight forward to rest his elbows against the table. He 
held eye contact easily; his facial expression was calm but demanding. “I find no pleasure in 
punishing my subordinates, and I find even less joy when they too are my friends. But 
transgressions require recompense. You signed a contract with me the day you swore an oath to 
protect the Guili Assembly. In that oath you swore to protect all those that reside in her borders to 
the best of your abilities. Xiao, whether you like it or not, falls under that category of protection as 
my guest. Whilst you may have not harmed him physically, you have gone out of your way to harm 
him emotionally as well as mentally. There will be consequences.” 


“Yes, my lord I understand,” Bosacius swallowed thickly. He knows that his God is fair and just, 
that he should not fear harm. But that unknowing causes anxiety to spike in his chest and swell in 
his throat. 


His hands were shaking. 


“As of today, your position of Marshal is to be suspended indefinitely. You will serve under 
Menogias until you have earned back not only my respect, but the respect of your fellow yaksha. 
Meetings will be held to gauge your progress and we shall proceed from there. Do you have any 
questions regarding your punishment?” 


“No, my lord. Will there be anything else?” He asked, trying desperately for his voice to cease its 
shaking. 


“Yes, I am requiring an apology.” 


“Yes, my Lord. Iam aware of my misgivings, and my mistakes. I dishonored you and your people 
due to my ignorance. It was not my intention, and for that I apologize most sincerely. In the future, 
despite my dislike for the adeptus, I will speak with respect as he is a guest of the assembly." 


He had stood from the table, bowing low at the waist in respect to the dragon God before him. It 
was humiliating, but he supposed that was probably the point. He could feel sweat beginning to 
bead at the back of his neck in response to everything this disciplinary meeting entailed and the 
yaksha wished for nothing more than to return to his chambers. 


“Tt is appreciated, yet it is not I who is deserving of an apology. You are dismissed yaksha.” 


“Yes... My Lord,” Bosacius said quietly as the God of Contracts left the room swiftly, robes 
gliding gently on the floor behind him. 


Xiao did not exactly have a destination in his mind other than: away. 


He materialized in a flash of anemo energy somewhere along the swamp lands surrounding the big 
tree. Gnats flew around him in an annoying buzz and he resisted the urge to swat them away from 
his face. 


Despite such an unsavory term such as swamp the location was actually quite beautiful. It was the 
perfect amount of lively and peaceful. The big tree blocked out much of the sunlight, beams 
trickling through the leaves to cast mosaics across the water. 


The little bird took in a deep shuddering breath as he swiped his hands across his face in an attempt 
to erase the sticky trails on his cheeks from his tears. His lips tasted salty and his eyelashes were 
almost glued together in chunks. 


Every so often the wind would caress against his face, bringing with it whispers of his name 
against the currents. He was quick to shut his mind away from those conversations. He was not one 
to eavesdrop after all. Besides, he did not know if he was strong enough to hear scorn again so 
soon. 


He drifted through the marsh, feet dipping in to mud coated water. His boots squelched 
unpleasantly into the clay coated banks and he let his fingers drift across the cat tails that sprung 
up at the edges of the water. His chest felt far too uncomfortable still and his nose felt just a bit to 
plugged for his liking, but it was nice here. 


It was calm here. 


In the distance he could see the cresting hill of Wuwang. Bonanus had told him that area was not 
part of the assembly, and thus Xiao was not allowed to venture there, only if he is escorted by a 
trusted, was he allowed to grace his feet upon the soil. 


He wandered until he reached the edge of the marsh lands, an energy buzzing through the ground 
telling him that this was the boarder of Morax’s realm. 


He sat there; gaze turned to that hill. The village of Qingce sitting just beyond. 


He wasn’t quite sure how long he sat, clothing soaked and stained from the muddy earth beneath 
him. It was an uncomfortable feeling, but he could not find it within himself to give the 
unpleasantry more than a passing thought. It felt strange to sit so close to the boarder land. How 
easy for him to step over that dividing line. He felt so close to freedom, and yet the apprehension 
made him feel so far. 


He had signed a contract, and he was not to leave the lands. 


A sinister thought bubbled unbidden in his mind, a reminder that he has left before. After that 
battle that felt eons away, he ran in cowardice and delusion and fear. 


He ran and they could not find him! 


Perhaps, if he ran fast enough, if he ran far enough, he could run away from the assembly and be 
Tree; 


Be free from fear, from contracts. He could run from Xiao, and he could leave behind Alatus. 
There was no one around, no witness to his wrong doings, or his wrong thoughts. 


Xiao brought his hand up, fingers grazing against that unseen energy. He did not push against it, 
nor did he withdraw. His fingers trembled as they ghosted against that power. He felt sick, the 
caged bird with broken wings. 


“What are you doing?” 


Xiao dropped his hand quickly, standing and spinning in one motion to face the one that snuck up 
so brazenly behind him. It was the pyro yaksha, and Xiao swallowed back his fear reflexively. He 
wants to take a step back but stopped short as he felt the buzzing energy burn at his back. 


“This one just came here...to...” Xiao trailed off, hands grasping at his trousers hoping to find 
something grounding to keep his mind from floating away. “This one just wanted to be alone. This 
one was not going to leave,” he said at last. 


“T see...” Her face seemed skeptical, her eyes glancing over him critically but there did not seem to 
be any judgment. “You look like shit.” 


Xiao’s eyes widened, mouth parting softly in shock. He was not expecting such words, and he 
could not help but feel affronted. He could almost feel his wings puffing up in defense to such 
uncouth words. 


“Ah shit! Wait... No no, don’t tell Bon I said that. She’d kill me if she knew I taught a kid to cuss.” 
Her hands were waving so frantically in front of her that she had to take a step forward to 
compensate for the over exaggerated movements. Xiao was so dumbfounded at such a display that 
he forgot to be afraid. 


An outraged and sharp chirp built in his throat, and he did his best to glare. 
“This one is not a child,” he said with petulance. 


“Pretty sure you are younger than me though.” Indarias said back in defense, her eyes widened, lips 
pursed downward. 


“That does not make one a child.” 
“In my eyes in does,” she said back in defense, taking another step forward. 


“You do not make any sense. Child refers to someone in adolescence to which this one is not.” 
Xiao did not think he was being argumentative, merely he was stating fact. Indarias however 
scrunched her forehead and nose flaring slightly with her angry breaths. 

He thought she resembled something more akin to a snarling bear than a dainty woman at the 
moment. 


He also thought it best to keep that thought to himself. 


“Oh whatever. I’m an adult and you’re a kid. Nothing you say is going to change that, I'm older so 
I have to set the examples, so don’t argue with me got it?” She spoke very quickly, each word 
accentuated with one step forward. 


Xiao did not realize how close she was getting, too lost in thought over her bizarre thought process, 
and didn’t give much thought to her careless steps. That is, until she was almost a breath away, so 
close he could see the individual hairs fanning around her face in fiery, wisp like movements. 


He swallowed and took a step away from her, jumping when his back pressed fully against the 
burning borders energy. He scrambled forward once more, almost colliding with the yaksha 
completely. His body shook slightly, tremors running through his body like electricity. 


She stared at his with confusion for a brief moment before her eyes widened and she leapt away 
from him like it was he who was on fire. Her hands rose to her face, clasped together as if in prayer 
and bowed low at the waist. 


This time it was Xiao who looked to her in bewilderment. 


“Sorry!” She yelled, and Xiao resisted the urge to flinch as the sound echoed in his ears. “Bon 
never actually, uh, you didn’t- Well, what I mean to say is, I know you didn’t agree to meet me so I 
shouldn’t have just gone up to you like that. So um, sorry. Really, I am!” 


Xiao tilted his head to the side, eyes still blown wide. He felt as if he got whiplash from how 
quickly her mood changed. 


“Why does one bow?” He said at last. 


“Uh, because I’m apologizing,” She rose from her position slowly, her eyebrow was quirked 
upward in disbelief. “Its proper to add in a bow when apologizing. It shows respect.” 


“But why does one bow to this one?” 
“Because I was apologizing to you. Like I said, a respect thing.” 


Xiao chirped and he resisted the urge to harshly slam his foot to the floor in frustration. Her 
explanation made sense on such a cosmetic level, but it did not make sense to him. He who was not 
used to apologies, who was not accustomed to nicety, so the notion felt foreign and frankly 
overwhelming. 


“But” the little bird scrunched his brows, racking his mind for a way to get his point across. 
“Beings that are higher than this one needn’t bow to this one. This one does not.... It is not befitting 
for one such as you to bow to one such as this.” He settled for at last. 


“One such as you? What is that supposed to mean?” 


Xiao began to chew on his lip in a fit of nerves. It seemed cruel for her to demand that of him. To 
make him admit out loud his monstrous nature. She seemed to sense his uncertainty and rose her 
hands in a placating manner. 


“No, forget I said anything,” she smiled sadly, the flames of her aura seemed to dim. “All that 
aside, I know that you didn’t actually agree to talk to you, but would you mind terribly if I sat with 
you anyway?” 


Xiao shook his head, and Indarias in turn looked confused. 
“No, you don’t mind? Or no you do not wish for me to sit with you?” 


“T- This one does not mind,” He whispered so quietly that she wasn’t sure if she heard him 
correctly or not. 


She opted not to move from her spot just yet, in case she did in fact hear wrong. No use in 
worsening an already bad relationship after all. Especially one she was hoping to fix. At least a 
little bit. Xiao crouched slowly to the ground until he was low enough to fall back gracefully to the 
ground. He kept his eyes trained unsure to the yaksha before him. His eyes drifted from her face 
down to the ground by her feet, and then back up once more. 


Not needing to be told again Indarias lowered herself to the ground albeit much less gracefully than 
the boy had. An awkward silence stretched across them. Xiao, not one for conversation, and 
Indarias not knowing how to begin one given her company. She cleared her throat a few times and 
picked at her cuticles in effort to distract herself. 


In the end it was Xiao who broke the silence. 


“What is one doing here?” 


Indarias startled at his voice and pulled at a piece of skin peeling at her fingertips. She winced at 
the stinging pain before turning her gaze upon the boy. 


“Oh, uh, well I came here to dance.” She said, her words stilted and unsure. 

“Dance?” 

“Yea, but then I saw you at the border and so I, well. You know you were there for that part.” 
“Yes,” Xiao answered, and he fell quiet once more. 


Indarias almost cried at the unforgiving silence that fell once more. The little bird did not seem 
interested in any form of conversation, merely that he was looking for facts. When he got his 
answer, he found satisfaction. Indarias however could not be further in the opposite direction. She 
thrived off warmth and conversation. Lived happily in the thrumming hubbub of community. 


“Uh, so. Um, what are you doing out here?” She asks, bring her hand up to rub at the back of her 
neck. Slicking away the sweat that gathered there. Xiao flinched and she almost pinched herself in 
anger. 


“This one, just wanted to be away from everything. It is... a lot.” He told her, eyes glued once more 
to the hill in the distance. 


“T kind of get it. Menogias is the same way, the man likes his silence.” 


Xiao just nodded in response. Not wanting to be discouraged, and unsure when she would get 
another chance to speak with the boy, she spoke again. 


“Do you, uh, like to dance?” She asked, voiced pitched higher with uncertainty. 
Xiao did not answer. 

“Do you know how? To dance I mean?” 

Xiao did not answer. 


“T mean, everyone knows how it's just moving your body. But um do you know any proper dances 
I guess?” 


Xiao did not answer. 
“Uh...” 


Indarias trailed off. She lifted her gaze skyward, as if the clouds would hold the answers she 
sought. She fidgeted where she sat, pulling at her fingers, fixing her hair, smoothing her dress. 
Anything to keep that uncertainty from dousing her burning flames. 


“Why is one here?” Xiao broke her thoughts, pulling her gaze back to his quickly. 


“T told you; I had originally come here to dance. It’s a nice way to just let all of her anxieties go, it's 
good for stress. That and I just think it’s really fun.” 


“No, this one meant, why are you here with this one?” 


“Honestly?” she asked him, and Xiao nodded, his eyes casted downward as he gazed at his legs, 
tracing patterns created by the muddy terrain. “I was kind of a giant ass. Uh, don’t repeat that 
word.” 


Xiao rolled his eyes but said nothing, not wanting to get into that conversation once more. 


“T really hated you. Right now, well I'm still not sure what I feel but, I don’t think it’s hate. When 
we were with Lady Guizhong, I don’t know, you didn’t seem too awful, and I thought you might be 
someone I would like to know. Ya' know?” 


“No,” he said, shaking her head harshly in response. 
“No? Why no?” Indarias asked, her voice quiet. 
“One is not...one is a monster. Monsters...they don’t...” 


Xiao didn’t finish his thought. As if the words were too painful for him to utter any longer. After 
hearing them his entire life, they just felt redundant. He is a monster, and everyone knows it. Even 
Menogias and Bonanus were weary of him during his meltdown in the market street. Monsters do 
not make friends for they do not deserve them. 


“Monster huh?” she whispered. Xiao didn’t think it was meant for him to hear, so he turned his 
gaze back to the world beyond the border. Bile burned at his throat, and he felt as if he moved even 
slightly the wrong way, he would be sick. 


“Can I tell you a secret?” She said to him. Her voice did not carry the melancholy of a few 
moments ago, nor did it bare exuberance, it simply was. Xiao shrugged to show he was listening 
but did not look to her. 


“Tt is your secret.” He said to her, and Indarias could not help the startled laugh. Somewhere buried 
beneath the gloom and doom was such a snarky little bird. 


She could not wait to bring him to the light once more. Because it was then that she decided, she 
did not hate the young adeptus, simply she did not know him. 


“T’ve always thought of myself as a monster too. I am a being born of fire, and fire burns without 
remorse. Campfire can turn to hell blaze with a gust of wind and a single leaf. It is unpredictable 
and it is unforgiving.” She began.” Bosacius was the one who corrected me in that regard. He told 
me, that fire is a blessing. It provides warmth and security, and those forest that burn in the flames 
of their rage. They grow back stronger, fertilized by the nutrients left in the ashes.” 


Xiao looked confused at her words, he would not look to her face, but his eyes were glued to her 
hands that sat on her lap. Long and slender fingers grasping at each other in white knuckle grips. 


“This one has killed a lot of people,” he whispered to her sadly, tears burning at his eyes once 
more. 


“So have I,” said she in return. 


The two lapsed once more into silence. This one did not hold that awkwardness like the last. 
Instead, it was punctured by pensive thought and steady breathing. Somewhere in the distance there 
were crickets singing, and crystalflies danced to their song. 


“Do you know why that land is protected by Morax yet not claimed by him?” Indarias asks the 
little bird, her chin thrusting in the direction just beyond the border. 


“No, this one does not.” 


“That land used to belong to Lady Havria, the God of Salt. She was a good friend of Lady 
Guizhong, and to Morax by extension. She was a kind God, and she loved her people with every 
fiber of her being. She was kind, but she was not strong. Most of her protection came from the 
forces of her allies, and unfortunately in war that does not get you quite as far as you would hope. 
Pressure kept pushing her back further and further until her and her people had retreated completely 
to Sal terrae where her domain resides.” 


“What happened to her?” 


“Well, her people forced into the underground of her domain became skittish and stir crazy. They 
were driven mad by the hardships of war, and they begged her to protect them. To fight for them, 
and Havria, the benevolent one was suited only for times of peace. She refused, too weak to fight 
for them as they wanted her too. She pleaded them to stay there in her domain until the worst of the 
war was over.” 


“Could she not go to her allies for protection?” Xiao asked, he had turned his attention to her 
completely now, eyes open and curious. But also, sad. Because this child had a heart too large for 
his body to contain. He loved to much, and so he hurt much more than another. 


“Havria was a God. She was proud, and she had promised them protection in her domain for none, 
but she could enter. They did not like that answer she gave and so they began to plot. Havria 
learning of this plot, gave her life to them willingly, turned her back to them as one of her loyal and 
devoted peoples pierced a knife through her back. She had promised that she would protect them 
with her life, and she was unable to do so.” 


“She was killed by her own people?” Xiao asked her, voice soft. “Why would they kill a god that 
treated them with such kindness?” 


“Mortals, it is hard for them to grasp concepts so far ahead in time because in comparison to a God, 
their light is snuffed out too quickly. They would never live to see an era of peace, so it was cruel 
for them to live underground like common rats. They thought this a better option. However, when 
Havria was dying, her godly essence was released and her body and many of her followers were 
caught in the blast and they all turned to salt. Some of them survived and found solace here in 
Guili. They explained to Morax what had transpired, and he welcomed them here for safety. He 
safeguards her lands to this day.” 


“That... was not a pleasant story.” Xiao said at last, his eyes gazing out into the direction of Sal 
terrae, as if his eyes could glimpse upon the god entombed in her own domain. 


“No, it is not. But I think it has a lesson that people should take care to learn. Do you know what it 
is?” 


Xiao shook his head. Indarias smiled sadly at him, and scooted so that she sat closer beside him. 
The muddy ground rubbed into the fabric of her dress, and she knew that cleaning it out later was 
going to be more than a bit of a pain, but she could not find it in herself to be upset or angry. Not 
now anyway, perhaps later she can lament the ruined fabric, but not now. 


“Desperation can make people do crazy things. Can turn kind people into killers, and it can give 
the weak unimaginable strengths. It can influence the choices of anyone who is just fighting to live, 
but it absolutely does not make someone a monster. ” 


“Desperation,’”’ Xiao spoke the word almost like prayer. 


“Um, I’m Indarias by the way!” She said cheerfully, if not a bit sheepish as she rubbed that back of 
her neck. 


“This one knows your name...” the little bird said back, his voice dripping with confusion. 


“Yea, I know that. But we got off on a really bad foot so I was kind of hoping we could just start 
over? So um, when you meet someone new it’s custom to introduce yourself, so, hello, my name is 
Indarias and It’s nice to meet you!” 


“This one is... Xiao.” 


Chapter End Notes 


1.) Why is the kitchen always dirty! Even if you haven't cooked anything all day you 
still end up having to clean it! What is it?!?! 

2.) Stepped on a thumb tack today. 0/10 do not recommend. 

3. LOST 50/50 TWICE! To Diluc though so I'm not suuuper mad... still a bit peeved 
though. 

4.) Have to set up my dogs spay, so I got her a recovery suit cause she's a menace and I 
know the cone won't cut it. About to laugh my ass off everyday of her recovery 

period! 

5.) Had tacos for lunch.... that was cool. 


Chapter 24 


Chapter Notes 


This chapter isn't that fun and exciting I will admit. It's serving really as a transitional 
chapter for what's to come. 

I hope you enjoy it anyway! 

Happy Reading!! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Take Flight on Golden Wings 


Indarias and Xiao did not stay there at the border for too much longer. The fire yaksha grew antsy 
with the silence and began to fidget where she sat. Xiao kept taking side glances at her, his brow 
furrowed, but it was difficult to tell if he was confused, or even slightly annoyed. 


“One does not need to stay if one does not wish it,” he told her after pulled at the hem of her dress 
for the umpteenth time that day. 


She startled, turning to look at him with a sheepish gaze. An awkward kind of laughed bubbled at 
her throat and she smiled at him. A half up quirk of her lip. 


“Uh, it’s not that I find your company bad or anything, I’m just a bit bored is all,” She began, only 
to widen her gaze as she realized what she said. “Not that, you’re boring I mean. Sure, you can 
afford to talk a bit more but that’s- no, no, sorry you’re fine. Great even, I just have way too much 
energy to sit still. ’'m always moving Ya’ know. Ah ha-ha, yep...always...” 


She trailed off, and Xiao stared at her with wide eyes at the verbal vomit that just spewed from her 
lips. He didn’t exactly know how to process any of what she said, but he felt as if he should have 
been at least a bit affronted. 


Her lips were pursed and her eyes were wide like a frightened deer. 


Xiao felt as if perhaps he should say something to ease her discomfort but came up blank on what 
he should say. Locked away as he was for so long, he lacks much of the finesse to engage in any 
form of idle chatter. His orders were always given in such a quick and concise way, and even 
punishments were doled out with that same efficiency. 


His face must have said more than his mouth, for Indarias face seemed to melt into an emotion of 
sadness. 


“T’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you. Brother Menogias always tells me my mouth works faster 
than my brain. Said it would get me in trouble one day.” 


“This one is not offended,” Xiao told her simply. And truly he was not, many people have said 
many worse things about him. He wasn’t upset, just, overwhelmed. Today had been a lot after all. 


“Are you sure. You, uh, no offense but you don’t look sure.” 


“This, one is sure. This one is...boring. One is already aware.” 


Bored, he knew meant for one to be wary due to lack of excitement, so Boring must means the 
same, but in terms used for beings. He was boring because he lacked interest or excitement. 


“You’re not boring Xiao,” Indarias said immediately, speaking almost on reflex. An effort to offer 
comfort, even if she did not believe wholly the words that she spoke. 


Xiao stared at her, face blank but his eyes seemed to shine in disbelief. Here was the yaksha who 
scorned him for so long, telling him that he was not a boring being to be around. As if they did not 
sit in silence for majority of their time together, and even then, it was she who filled the void of 
silence. Spoke so assuredly, as if they had known each other for ages and not just two meetings. 


One of which was supervised. 
“This one is boring,” Xiao told her again. 


She looked uncomfortable at his words, and he could tell she was trying desperately not to start 
fidgeting about once more. He was unsure why such words made her uncomfortable, but they did, 
her face full of sadness, and body seeming to squirm at the diction. The yaksha opened and closed 
her mouth a few times before shutting it, lips drawn into a thin line, jaw clenched. 


“T don’t think anyone is boring. Everyone is unique in their own ways.” She stammered out, she 
averted her eyes, as if she couldn’t bear to look at him. 


“One would not be able to say a single thing that one finds interesting about this one.” Xiao said 
matter of fact. 


“You...uh... well, you...fight...well...” She said slowly, as if she took it as a personal challenge to 
name one thing about him that is considered even remotely interesting. “Really, it’s been a while 
since I’ve fought an opponent that tough.” 


“That... does not count,” he said to her with incredulity dripping from his tone. 

“Oh, and why not.” She countered; chin pointed upwards. 

“Because that is not interesting in regards to a being. This one fights well because this one had to.” 
“So, battle prowess is still interesting. Especially in the eyes of mortals.” 


“If battle prowess is all it takes to be interesting, then every soldier to take up arms in defense to an 
enemy must all be interesting.” 


“T think they are. Everyone who wields a weapon does so in various ways. No two people move 
their bodies in the exact same way, even if they were taught the same motions by the same 
teacher.” 


“If everyone is interesting in the same way, does that not make them boring again?” Xiao said, and 
Indarias looked dumbfounded. 


She hummed low in her throat, eyes down cast in thought. Her finger constantly tugged and twirled 
around her loose locks, and she chewed absentmindedly at her bottom lip. Xiao turned his gaze 
back to the hill beyond the border, content to sit there in silence once more. He felt exhausted, and 
he had a feeling it wasn’t just from the day's meltdown in town. 


“T guess to some degree that holds merit,” she said at last. “But it's not just one thing makes a 
person interesting, it’s a whole group of interesting somethings that make someone interesting and 


thus, not boring.” 
“T see, then one stands by one's earlier statement. This one is boring.” 


Indarias looked as if she was about to scream. A hot blush raced across her nose, and she puffed 
out her cheeks in mock upset; her hands shook where she had them clasped at her lap. Indarias 
jumped quickly to her feet, causing Xiao to startle in return, he did not move from his seated 
position, but instead looked to her in apprehension; wind began curling around his body so slightly 
it was hard to discern if one was not actively looking. 


She reached down to him quickly, grasping his forearm in her dainty grasp and heaving him to his 
feet. She lifted him as if he weighed nothing, and for a moment a flash of fear curled in his chest, 
the power she so freely exhibits. He couldn’t stop the flinch that burst from his skin, but either she 
did not see it, or she chose to pay it no mind for she still gripped at his arm. 


Her skin felt hot against his. Xiao thought it perhaps a side effect from the element she wielded this 
burning fire that sizzled just beneath her skin. It was so shockingly different from his own chilled 
demeaner. He could not say it was unpleasant, because it was not. It was just... different. 


“Come on then. It just about time for lunch, and my siblings will be more than happy to tell you 
every interesting thing about you!” She said with cheer as she dragged him along the muddied 
ground. 


If Xiao was being honest, being subjugated to such a thing sounded... nightmarish at best. 


He gave into her pulling and prodding for a good distance before a thought wedged itself deeply in 
the crevices of his mind. His feet slammed harshly into the ground, heels digging viciously into the 
softened soil. Indarias, who was pulling him along rather harshly was forced to let go at the sudden 
stop. She stumbled forward a few steps, chasing after her equilibrium, before turning to face him. 


She looked... not angry exactly, but perhaps something similar. 
“Why did you stop?” 


“This one does not wish...” He trailed off not wishing to insult the yaksha any further, but the fear 
that spread through him like wildfire caused his heart to beat off tune, and his legs like lead 
sinking further into the earth. 


He hoped perhaps the world would show him mercy and swallow him where he stood. 


“This one does not wish to eat with....” he trailed away once more. It wasn’t that he did not want to 
be around Bonanus or Menogias, but, he did not think himself strong enough to be in the presence 
of the electro yaksha once more. Especially after he spoke so arrogantly to him before. Surely, he 
would be reprimanded for such grievous actions. 


And Xiao, well, he was a bit cowardly and wished not to glance upon his visage so soon. 


“You don’t want to see my siblings? I thought you in good spirits with Bonanus as well as 
Menogias. I’m not mistaken, am I?’ She asked him. She sounded as if she was trying very hard to 
rein in a temper threatening to spill out. Xiao grew anxious at the tone. 


“This one has no such hardships with either.” He said simply, hoping to hide the shaking of his 
voice. 


“Then you do not wish to eat with me?” 


“This one... this one does not mind the honorable yaksha,” he told her. 


He bit harshly into his tongue, tasting the copper coating every crevice of his mouth and sickness 
roiled in his stomach. He swallowed back the biting bile that burned at his throat. He felt his 
shoulders curl inward as if in attempt to protect himself, fists clasping around the fabric of his shirt, 
feeble arms trying in vain to keep and crumbling body from falling further apart. 


Something must have cinched itself in the yaksha’s mind because all at once her demeanor shifted. 
Gone was the hostile and angry stance replaced instead of one that seemed almost to droop in 
sadness. 


“T did not mean to cause you upset. I just, thought we were getting along is all, I will be sure to ask 
you in the future if you would like to accompany me somewhere.” 


Xiao’s heart rate kicked up higher at the nonsensical words she said so easily. It was foolish to ask 
one such as he for permission to do anything, yet it has been happening much more frequently as of 
late. Xiao wasn’t exactly sure on how to deal with such a shift in protocol. 


Azlin did not care for fear or cowardice. One was to obey and follow without question. 


One was absolutely not to fight against such suggestions , certainly was it wrong to outright refuse 
them. And yet, Xiao had done so, so why were people not angrier at him. He was angry at himself 
for such a transgression. 


“Xiao? Are you alright?” Indarias walked back slowly to the little birds huddled form, her voice 
was soft and uncertain. 


“This one,” He began, only to drop down to rest on his haunches, shoulders curled almost 
completely over his knees. “This one feels ill,” He finally said, breathing deeply through his mouth 
as the scent of the world was making his stomach churn faster. 


Indarias hesitated, her hand hovering just above his shoulder, asking silent permission to rest her 
comfort against his skin. Xiao did not except it, nor did he refute it, and the yaksha left it to hover 
against his trembling flesh for just a moment before resting her palm softly against his shoulder. 
She did not rub against him, or curl fingers around bone, she just left it there, a solid weight 
spreading warmth through frigid skin. 


“What’s causing you to feel ill?” She asked him gently, and Xiao shook his head in response. It 
was impossible seeing that nothing was making him feel ill. Not an outside factor anyway. Xiao’s 
mind just had a tendency to rebel against him. To send images unbidden into his mind, and 
memories flashing against his eyes. It seemed impossible to explain that he himself was causing his 
own illness, and he himself was the problem. 


“This one just needs a moment. This one is sorry; one needn’t waste time on one as unworthy as I.” 


His words were whispers on the wind, old memories, recent memories, rules he was meant to 
follow taking refuge in his brain and roosting in the epicenter of his mind. 


“You can take as many moments as you need,” she said to him just as gentle. “You’re panicking... 
aren’t you?” 


Xiao did not answer her, refusing to admit to such a weakness. To admit that he was more broken 
than just his body seemed like a death sentence when taking refuge in a place that would rather 
hunt you than help you. 


The two sat there in an uncomfortable silence, the stillness only disrupted by Xiao’s ragged breath. 
Indarias, for all her credit did not leave his side; her hand still resting against his shoulder. 


Gradually his breathing began to even out, and he stood on trembling legs, the yaksha’s hand 
shaken from its perch to fall listless at her side. Xiao did not look at her, body pointed away so that 
she could gaze only to his back. She didn’t know what to say, so she chose to say nothing at all. 


“This one is sorry,” Xiao said softly as if whispering only for the winds to hear. 


“You... you don’t need to apologize for something like that. It’s okay really, we all get them,” she 
told him in return, her tone aching with sorrow. 


“This one is sorry,” he said again. 


Indarias bit back a sigh, not wanting the little bird to think himself a burden any more than he 
already does. Walking slowly, she came to stand before Xiao and took in his rigid posture and 
solemn gaze. He looked worse than he did when she had first chanced upon him. His eyes seemed 
to droop heavy with exhaustion and he looked pallid as if he suddenly caught a cold. He looked 
drained as if there was nothing there of him any longer. 


It was a sad sight to behold. 
“T feel as if this was my doing and for that I apologize,” she said to him, trying to catch his gaze. 


“One needn’t apologize,” Xiao told her once more, beginning to sound much too redundant even to 
his own ears. 


Indarias licked her lips in nervousness to the tenseness that befell the two. Xiao’s attack caused her 
schedule to fall behind and she knew she was late for her family's mealtime. Not that she would 
fault the little bird. No one chooses to lose control in such a way. To feel as if you are dying in a 
body that is feeling too much is nothing short of awful. 


“Xiao, I am meeting my siblings for lunch, and I would love for you to join us. If you would rather 
not than I understand.” She told him again, this time extending the invitation to him rather than 
thrusting it upon him. 


“This one does not wish to... to... intrude...” he settled on finally, but his voice sounded off. Tone 
tipped up too high to fall naturally from his lips. Almost as if the words twisted in his throat before 
spitting out from his lips. 


“You are not intruding for I am inviting you,” She explained. “You don’t have to lie to me Xiao. 
Whatever reason it is you don’t want to attend; you can tell me I won’t be mad. Of that I can 
promise you.” 


“This one, just does not want to attend. That is all.” 


He said the words with such finality, but hidden away was a tone of such sorrow and loneliness. A 
child reaching for attention but not knowing how to ask for it, how to accept it. It was 
heartbreaking to witness. Adepti are renowned beasts. Untouchable in the eyes of mortals and yet 
they are no different. They too crave companionship and comradery. The yearn to love and to be 
loved, they take pride in their work and regret to their failures. 


Xiao, who was taken and broken, only to learn that company does not bring about pleasure but 
instead inflicts pain. The only love felt was shrouded through in falsehood and fake smiles and his 
accomplishment were painted in the blood of the slaughtered. 


“T promise, on my role of a guardian yaksha, I will not be angry with whatever reason it may be. 
Xiao?” Indarias said again, hoping to find whatever it was that ails the boy and put his fears to 
rest. 


He looked up, his eyes catching hers and they seemed to roam across her face, searching every 
inch for even a twitch of deceit. She kept her face perfectly blank; she did not fidget nor sway, 
staying still and open allowing the boy to come to his own conclusion about her honesty. 


“This one does not wish to chance upon Marshal Vitras,” he said to her at last. He turned his gaze 
downward as if in shame to his own words, fists trembling at his side. 


Indarias blinked rapidly in shock, taking a moment to reorient herself before crouching to her 
haunches so that she could look to his eyes and when they met Xiao gasped in shock, 


“An honorable one mustn't lower yourself to one such as I.” He said, voice pleading. He looked as 
if he wanted to reach for her, arms twitching at his sides, but he refrained. His knees bent, and he 
looked as if he was attempting to position himself lower on the ground so that it was, she that sat 
above him. 


Her hands darted forward to grasp his hands in hers halting the movement. 
He froze at the touch, eyes widened. 


“You are not lower than I. I’m glad you told me that of which has upset you. Bosacius —Marshal 
Vitras- will not be joining us. He hasn’t for the past few days. You needn’t fear of meeting him this 
day. Okay?” Her tone was gentle as she spoke. 


Xiao nodded, but he did not look to convinced at the words. Perhaps this would be the day he chose 
to show once more. 


An impish smile stretched across the pyro users face, and the little bird quirked his brow in 
apprehension. 


“Besides, if he did show his face, I would have to kick his ass. He’s been awfully rude as of late.” 


Xiao startled at the careless throw about of words. To speak so blatantly rude, to show such 
disrespect to one of higher authority caused a pit in his stomach. And yet, it felt a bit like justice to 
hear them spoken in regards to the electro yaksha who harbored a great dislike for the littlest 
adepti. 


“Tt is uncouth to speak of a superior in such a manner,” Xiao replies in turn, but his voice seemed 
too weak to believe the words he spoke. Indarias smiled. 


“He’s my brother, I can speak of him in any way I wish. Besides, he is an ass.” she says to him in a 
laughing tone “Shit, don’t-” 


“Tell Bonanus you have said that.” Xiao said, cutting off her scolding plead. 


“Cheeky. Your snarky attitude is another thing that makes you very much not boring.” She stood, 
her hands still grasping on the little birds gently as she began guiding him away from the 
marshlands. “Come, food awaits us.” 


She led the pair to the dining pavilion. There were a few adepti scattered about the tables, and even 


a family or two of mortals. It was strange to see the two species intermingling without any form of 
backlash, but they looked content to dine amongst each other. Xiao was struck once more on how 
strange the interworking's of Guili were. Strange yes, but not unpleasant. 


Many of the dining folk turned to look at the new arrivals, and the mortals amongst the adepti 
paled slightly at the sight of the little bird. The adepti simply glanced and looked away. They 
didn’t appear to trust him outright, but there was not refusal in his presence so Xiao figured that he 
was welcome. 


Or, as welcome as he was able anyway. 


Indarias kept up a cheerful smile as she made her way to the back, a rather large table was sat near 
the edge, overlooking the assembly. Bonanus and Menogias sat there already, a meal strewn out 
before them. Two empty plates sat in front of two empty chairs. 


“I’m here, sorry for the delay!” the pyro yaksha cheered as she took her seat to Bonanus’ right. “I 
brought a guest.” 


They greeted her amicably, smiles dawning their faces and laughter shining in their eyes. The sight 
was peaceful and pure. A dull ache built in Xiao’s chest at the picture it painted. A very small part 
of him, not yet corroded by the coarse hand of a cruel master yearned for that type of 
companionship. 


“Xiao, well met,” Menogias said to him, his voice calm and his smile, whilst not as strong as the 
one given to Indarias, was still alight with warmth. 


Xiao nodded to him in turn but made no move to seat himself at the table. 


“Hello, Xiao,” Bonanus greeted, her voice was like honey, “take a seat. We haven’t been here long 
so the food is still warm.” 


She gestured to the open seat at Menogias’ right, and Xiao took a step forward but hesitated, hand 
hovering above the proffered chair. 


“Is something wrong?” Menogias asked, him lips down turn downward into a frown. 


“Indarias told this one, Marshal Vitras was not to be in attendance, why then is there a place for 
him?” Xiao asked. He cringed inwardly at how rude he sounded, and had half a mind to bow in 
apology for his oversight. He was startled from his thoughts at the sound of the Bonanus’ soft 
laughter. 


“It's okay. He probably won’t be joining us,” she explained to him easily, in her eyes was a 
knowing glint. “Bosacius has been having a tantrum as of late and refuses to dine with us. The spot 
was set up in habit. You do not inconvenience anyone if you were to sit there.” 


Menogias raised his hand so that he could grip the back of the chair beside him, and pulled it out 
from where it rested beneath the table. He patted the seat and gave the little bird a small and 
inviting smile. Xiao hesitated for just a moment more before lowering himself slowly into the seat, 
hands resting on his thighs. 


“What would you like to eat?” Menogias asked once he was settled. 


Xiao swept his gaze across the table, taking in its contents. There was nothing there that looked 
particularly appetizing to him. Much of it was buns or parcels filled with meats. There were a few 
soups with a myriad of ingredients floating about the surface. There were fruit platters and 


vegetable trays and what looked to be some type of noodle dish. 


* How are they meant to finish all of this?’ he couldn’t help but think as he took stock of everything 
laid out before him. 


“This one, is not hungry,” he said, as his stomach churned at the thought of eating any of it. He 
swallowed back the building nausea. “Sorry,” he added as an afterthought. 


“Hm, I guess there really isn’t anything here that you would eat,” Bonanus hummed as she too 
perused the dishes on the table. “I can get you something else if you would like. Perhaps a light 
broth, or even that dish that Guizhong and Marchosius made.” 


“One needn’t trouble oneself. This one is not hungry.” Xiao said, hoping to dissuade her from 
ordering anymore food. The space left was limited already. 


“Tt truly is no trouble,” she said in reply. 


Xiao swallowed thickly. He opened and closed his mouth a few times before capturing his bottom 
lip between his teeth in nervousness. 


He looked as if he was ready to bolt. 


“How about some tea then?” Menogias asked as he shot a warning glare in the hydro user's 
direction. 


He gestured to the tea set that sat in the middle of the table, the porcelain painted with cranes in 
flight. It was a soft cream color, accented with dark blues and vibrant greens. It was a beautiful 
piece of craftmanship and Xiao took the time to admire its design. 


“Okay,” the little bird said at last, and Menogias smiled wide and poured a stream of steaming tea 
into the proffered cup. 


“We have cream and sugar too if you would like it,” Indarias said to him. She had made her own 
plate while the three were chatting, filling it high with the goodies that littered the table. 


“Oh, this one is not sure?’ Xiao said. He had never made his own tea before and as such lacked 
any sense of preference. 


Azlin was not one to give any sort of kindness to her servants and so the first time he had tea was 
here at the assembly. Even then it was always prepared for him, normally with medicinal herbs 
that Lady Guizhong or Madame Ping would sneak in under the bitter taste of tea leaves. He was 
sure they thought him ignorant to their ploys but he could taste the qingxin and violet grass 
staining his tongue in every cup of tea, and every bow! of broth. 


“Well, adding cream adds a richer texture to the drink, and cuts away a bit of the bitterness. Sugar 
or sometimes even honey also affects the taste by adding a sweeter undertone.” He explained to the 
little bird, “Some people will use both, others only one. There are also a few purists who enjoy it 
freshy steeped with nothing added. It really is dependent on one's preferences.” 


“Oh, this one... does not like bitterness.’ Xiao said in lieu of an answer. 
“Okay, we’ll try with both, and next cup we can adjust based on how you enjoyed it. Okay?” 


Xiao nodded and Menogias got to work making the tea. He added in a small splash of milk, taking 
the color from a rich brown to a soft cream, and spooned in carefully two cups of sugar. 


“There we are, here have a taste.” 


He took a small sip, careful not to scald his tongue and let the liquid sit in his mouth for just a 
moment before swallowing it down. His eyes widened in surprise at the taste, and cautiously he 
took another sip. He could feel his wings fluttering in the subspace in response to the sweetness 
and warmth. 


“Ts it good then?” Bonanus asked. 
“Yes, this one thinks it is very good.” 
He took another sip. 


“T mean not to pry, but Inda, why is it you are accompanied by the little bird? I say it not in 
contempt, in fact I am quite happy he has joined us, but I was not aware you were on speaking 
terms,” Menogias asked as he took a bite from a dumpling and steam wafted up from the dough. 


“Oh, well, pure accident actually,” answered Indarias, her hand rubbing sheepishly at the back of 
her neck. “I chanced upon him in the marsh and well, I got a bit excited and started talking with 
him before I even figured out if he was okay with it. I can be a bit much I know, my bad. But Iam 
also not that apologetic,” She shrugged, a lopsided grin on her face. 


“And Xiao was okay with this sudden breach of boundary?” questioned her brother. 
“He was perfectly amicable to it. Besides, I’m a fun person to be around, right Xiao?” 


He froze, eyes widened at the sudden address. The three yaksha looked to him in varying degrees 
of curiosity and concern. It was unnerving to have so many beings of great power interested in 
what one had to say, and Xiao sat stiff in his chair, fingers clutching tightly to his tea cup. He could 
feel the porcelain trembling beneath too tight fingers but he could not find the strength to loosen 
his grip. He took a breath in through his nose to calm his shaking nerves before attempting any 
type of answer. 


“Yes, she is fun to be around,” he parroted back. 


If he was being honest, he wasn’t sure if fun was the right word to use. She was certainly 
something, but he felt the words excessively communicative or even rambunctious would be more 
appropriate terms. He supposed fun worked in opposition to the word boring. Indarias was 
definitely not boring. 


“See?” She said cheerfully pointing her finger in Xiao’s direction. 


“T see nothing, he looks nervous. Your big mouth probably scared him into agreeing with you.” 
Bonanus said, her tone taking on a bit of a teasing quality. 


“T do not have a big mouth!” Indarias shouted back in a mockery of outrage. 


“No, and I suppose you also didn’t blab about your foul mouth, Xiao will be cussing before any of 
us knows it,” she said in return. 


“Now, now!” Said Menogias, hands before him; raised in a gesture of peace. “Let’s not fight, we 
have guests.” 


“Yes, our guest!” Bonanus said, but instead of quieting she turned to the boy with determination 
gleaming in her iris’. “Tell me Xiao, how many times were you subjugated to Inda’s profane 


vernacular?” 
“Never!” Shouted Indarias. 
“T was asking Xiao~” she said, her voice almost singing in its joy. 


Xiao looked between the two of them, as they squabbled. Beside him Menogias sighed resting his 
head to the table in a show of defeat. He raised his head ever so slightly to peer at Xiao through 
his long curtain of hair. 


“When they get like this there really is no stopping them.” He whispered to the little bird, not 
wanting to fan the flames of the females squabble any more than it already is. 


“They are fighting?” Xiao said back, his voice just as quiet. His eyes looked to the pair before 
turning his gaze back to Menogias once again. 


“No, it is all in jest. Worry not.” 


He sat tall in his seat and stretched his arms above his head, a grunt of pleasure falling from his 
lips. He looked to his sisters once more, chuckling beneath his breath but did not attempt to 
intervene any more. 


“So, how have you been Xiao?” He asked, drawing in the little bird's attention. 
“This one is well.” He answered, taking another sip of his tea and smiling softly at the taste. 


Menogias smiled, it was a small one and his eyes looked as if they did not agree with the words 
being spoken. However, he chose to say nothing, an inkling at the back of his mind telling him if 
he were to push for answers he would be met with just as much retaliation. No, he let the little bird 
bask in his assumed ignorance, and just reveled in the happiness that he received an answer at all. 


“T’m glad. Have you been practicing your penmanship?” He asked. Since the yaksha had taken to 
teaching Xiao, the little bird has learned much in terms of literature. He has come a long way in 
recognition and understanding with much of the text he was given to practice. His brush strokes 
tended to fall on the sloppier side, but that in time can improve as well. 


A shame he was denied such basic knowledge, Xiao tended to learn quickly, there is no doubt his 
intelligence would have been, and still may very well be remarkable. 


“Yes but, this one still gets confused on which way one is supposed to make the brush strokes.” 


“Ah, it can get a bit difficult. But keep practicing and go slow so you really take the time to 
memorize it. Pretty soon all of it becomes muscle memory.” The geo user explains calmly. It's not 
unusual for children to have the same difficulty when they first begin writing and Xiao, for how 
old he is, is on that same path. “I can help you later tonight if you would like?” 


With every moment the yaksha and the little bird spend together it becomes clearer how much 
more receptive Xiao is when given options. Nothing to grandiose or difficult, but just enough to get 
the point across. He is allowed to choose things, even if those choices seem so difficult in the 
moment. 


“Okay,” Xiao said, averting his gaze to the table, a soft blush stretching across the bridge of his 
nose. 


“Hm, I look forward to it then,” Menogias said smiling. “Oh, before it flees from my mind; your 


clothes, they are almost ready!” 
“Clothes?” Xiao asked back, “This one already has many.” 


He did not, a mere three outfits that were bland and boring in both texture and style. However, it 
did no one good to disregard the boys' thoughts or feelings and so Menogias just nodded, and 
continued smiling. 


“Yes, but it can never hurt to have more in case something was to rip or become damaged in some 
way. Besides, these clothes are special. They are the ones you designed with Inda, and Lady 
Guizhong. Remember?” 


Xiao nodded slowly. 

“Yes, this one remembers.” 

That day in Guizhong’s forge seemed like ages in the past. 
Did clothing take that long to make? 


He thought it best not to dwell on the matter for he lacked the knowledge. He lacked knowledge in 
many things, but in turn many things did not pertain to him so there was no use in wasting energy 
in something that did not interest or matter to him. 


“Did I hear you say his clothing was almost done?” Indarias asked, cutting back into the 
conversation quickly. Her eyes seemed to burn with excitement and her hair moved almost like a 
flame around her. 


“Yes, just finishing up a few details.” 


“Oooh, I’m so excited. He is going to look so amazing!” She squealed and wiggled around in her 
seat like the energy was bursting out of her. 


“He looks cute in everything; I think it's just because he has such nice features.” Bonanus said, 
“How do the clothes look, you two and Lady Guizhong are the only ones to have even glanced 
upon them.” 


“Tt’s a surprise you'll just have to wait. It’s going to be worth it though!” Indarias cheered. 


“T agree. They are coming along most wonderfully. They definitely look better once I added in the 
embellishments.” 


“This one thought... Lady Guizhong was making them.” Xiao scrunched his eyebrows at the words 
flitting across the table. He did not look upset, more confused. 


“Mm, kind of? She’s been helping for sure, but she and I just really worked on the base design. 
Menogias over here is the master tailor. Seriously, any of your clothes rip or break and he fixes 
them like new.” The pyro yaksha gushed, she had stood from the table in order to throw her arm 
around her brother's shoulder. 


Menogias looked sheepish at the praise but made no move to counteract her words, secretly 
pleased with the kindness she gave him. 


“Brother Menogias learned to sew from a mortal granny. He tore his robe before a meeting with 
Rex Lapis and she took him aside and showed him how to fix it. The process fascinated him so 


much, he asked her if she would teach him more.” Bonanus said, a giggle hidden behind her 
clawed hand. 


Xiao nodded along, his mind reeling at the fact an esteemed adeptus had learned anything from a 
mortal at all. Normally it is the weak and feeble peoples that look to the adepti in guidance, not the 
other way around. 


‘Guili was a strange place’ Xiao had thought, strange yes, but not as awful as he originally thought 
it to be. 


He thought back to the contract he had signed with Morax, how he was meant to stay here until he 
was healed. He thought of where he would go once he was healed, where he would go to hide 
away. Wondered if he would stay in the borders of Liyue or branch out further across Teyvat. He 
wondered if he would be lonely or if he would feel freedom. 


He wondered what it would be like to stay. Wondered if they would even let him. 
“General Kapisas,” Came a shaking and nervous voice. 


A soldier stood by the table, posture tense and shaking. He was shooting wary eyes in Xiao’s 
direction, a white-knuckle grip on the shaft of his pole arm. 


Xiao looked to him for a moment before averting his eyes to the view below the pavilion. People 
milled around in packs, looking infinitely small and feeble in stature but mighty in number. 


“Yes, what is it?” Menogias asked, turning his attention to the soldier. Beside him Indarias and 
Bonanus fell silent as well. 


“Lord Rex Lapis request’s your presence in the barrack's.” 


Menogias’ brow scrunched as he mumbled the word barrack under his breath in confusion. It was 
decidedly an odd place to meet in regard to official business, and an even odder place to meet in 
regard to friendly outings. He shook his head, dislodging his thoughts and turned his gaze to smile 
at the messenger. 


“Yes, thank you. Did he happen to mention the reason for my request?” 


“T was told it was in regard to a change in troops. I apologize I do not know more than that.” The 
man said, nodding stiffly once, eyes shooting back once more to Xiao, as if checking that he hasn’t 
moved. 


“T see, I shall make my way there post haste. You are dismissed.” 


The soldier nodded and turned quickly on his heel. He walked fast, taking long strides to the stone 
steps leading out of the dining hall. He appeared to want to leave quickly, yet still seem as if he 
was unbothered. 


“Well then, I suppose this is where I leave you,” Menogias said standing from the table. “Sisters, 
Xiao.” He bowed to each in turn and left swiftly in the direction the soldier was moments before. 


Xiao stared at his back as he left. He did not know why but he had the feeling this summons was 
something he had caused. A pit grew in his stomach again and he took a sip of the sweet tea in an 
effort to sooth it. 


Chapter End Notes 


1.) My week has gone really well so far, which means something not that wonderful is 
probably waiting for me just around the corner. 

2.) That lantern right epilogue though! 
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bow users. 
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Take Flight on Golden Wings 


Menogias made his way swiftly to the barracks where Rex Lapis awaited him. He had long since 
lost sight on the soldier who came with his summons —amazing how fast mortals can move when 
faced with something they deemed a threat. - The yaksha knew it was Xiao that caused the man 
such discomfort, and whilst it pained him to see the way the boy was treated, he would not say he 
did not understand it. He too thought of the boy with contempt not too long ago. 


He was glad he took the chance to meet him proper, hesitant as he was at first, but Bonanus had 
made good assumptions in the past so who was he to deny her good word. Sure, the little bird was 
not as chatty or involved as many of the others he has met and loved over the years, but he was an 
interesting character to be around none the less. And the more he was around him, the more he 
learned of him, the more his heart seemed to break. 


Menogias did not know the full story —perhaps he never will- but the things that have made their 
way to the light, the way a child acts in the face of everyday interactions? It makes his blood boil, 
and he wishes even more that Azlin's death was not as quick as it had been. 


She should have suffered, and Xiao should have been granted justice. 


When he made it to the barrack’s, he had to make his way through a sea of soldiers. It seemed 
everyone had taken to standing outside. They looked equal parts curious and apprehensive. He 
supposed it would make sense, since Rex Lapis waited for him inside. 


The barrack’s consisted of many stone buildings situated around themselves in an open half circle. 
In the middle was a level ground primarily used for training. There were weapons put away 
haphazard, some falling out of the rack partially, and a few water canteens were littered across the 
ground. It was clear they were made to clear out as soon as Rex Lapis had arrived. 


A private matter then. 


Menogias made his way into the main building of the barrack’s, this one a bit larger than the rest, 
but otherwise bared the same design as the others. He was greeted with the sight of Morax’s back 
as the God perused the board that held the company’s chores and duties of the day. On one side 
were rows of beds, some made up and pristine, others strewn with crumpled blankets and wrinkled 
sheets. 


There were not many beds in here, really no more than a dozen. Most of the space was occupied by 


long tables filled with papers and a few spots of cutlery. There were some desks pushed up against 
the wall, and seating placed haphazardly in the corners. The cushions of the chairs were torn in a 
few places, and the wood had worn down over time. Shelves held various scrolls and knick- 
knacks; extra blankets folded up nicely made home with the others. 


None of the foremost yaksha spend large amounts of time here, normally it is random inspections 
and meetings that bring them down to the soldiers' quarters. They have their own subspace- one 
that is shared- but it is much more comfortable and serves the purpose of replenishing their 
energies. 


No, these quarters serve as the housing for most of the military might. It serves home to many of 
the human soldiers, the junior yaksha, and even a few half-adepti that joined the ranks. Different 
buildings were erected to separate into separate factions, a few buildings designated for each 
generals’ troops. 


The main building was used primarily to home new recruits, ones not yet designated a troop as they 
were still in training. It also served as a rec hall, groups of soldiers are oft seen milling around the 
tables, sharing a meal or a drink. They would gossip about the days event or even have a few 
riveting games of mahjong to pass the time. Rex Lapis on occasion had spoken about building a 
new structure to house the recruits, but as of yet no plans have come to fruition. None of the 
soldiers complained about the set up thus far, and so the issue was not pressed as urgent. 


“My lord,” Menogias said, dropping his chest lower in to a bow. 


Morax turned to him, hand raised in a show of peace, and the yaksha stood once more to his full 
height. The God did not speak for a bit, he seemed lost in thought, as if searching for the right 
words. It made Menogias uneasy in ways he didn’t know how to describe. He knows that he has 
done nothing to warrant any type of reprimand, the messenger even told him that this meeting was 
involving a new recruit placement. However, it was unnerving. 


“Apologies for the last-minute summons,” Morax spoke at last. “It was a bit of a last-minute thing 
after all.” 


“No apologies are needed my Lord.” 


“Hm, allow me to offer them regardless. I know I had pulled you away from time with your 
family.” Morax lowered his head in a subtle bow to show his remorse, as well as his gratitude for 
having received his audience. “Did the messenger relay to what it was you have been summoned 
for?” 

“T was told it was in regard to a troop placement. I will admit I’m a bit surprised about that, I was 
not aware any of our recruits had finished their basics.” 


“No, not a new recruit I’m afraid,” Morax told him, his voice solemn, as If the news he was to 
share hurt him. “Bosacius is to join your regime. And whilst he is out of commission, I need you to 
maintain his troops as well.” 


“T -apologies My lord, Bosacius?” 


“Yes, that is correct. He is on probation until further notices. A meeting will be set involving the 
both of you, as well as your sisters where we will discuss the stipulations of his reinstatement.” 


“O-of course, My Lord,” Menogias stuttered out, his face nothing short of flabbergasted. He bowed 
hurriedly if a tad sloppy. 


“He is your subordinate now General Kapisas, I don’t want him treated any differently than any 
other recruit. He will be rewarded and punished as you see fit, and should he try at any point to 
override your command it shall be reported to me. Am I clear?” 


“Yes, My Lord.” 

“Good. Now, until further notice you will be in command of two regimes, should you require 
assistance I implore you to spread the work between yourself and General Mustas as well as 
General Chizapus. I know this will be quite the challenge, but you did not make second in 
command on accident. You are a powerful warrior with a good head on your shoulders.” 


Menogias blushed bright at the praise. 
“Thank you... My Lord.” 


Menogias hesitated there before his lord; hands cuffing and uncuffing in the long and billowing 
fabric of his sleeves. Morax observed his incessant fidgeting with a keen eye but made no move to 
speak. Instead, he stood steady as the stone he was named for waiting for the general to assert his 
own courage and own up to his curiosities. The old dragon could surmise what it is the yaksha 
hoped to ask, and deemed an answer would be in order should the question ever come to light. 


“My Lord, forgive me, but may I ascertain why it is, Bosacius has been placed on suspension?” His 
voice, although held all the confidence of a General, was still soft spoken in the face of his God. 


“At ease, there is not fault in curiosity. I will tell you; his reinstatement involves how you feel 
about his progress after all.” Morax told him, his hand held aloft slightly in a gesture of good will. 
“Bosacius has made the decision to act uncouth in the face of Guili’s esteemed guest. His contempt 
has caused much grief and unneeded cruelty. Per the contract he has with me, this is his due 
punishment.” 


“T see. And, when you speak of the guest, [am to assume you mean Xi- you mean the little bird?” 


“T do,” replied the God his brow up ticked at the stuttered-out name. “You do not speak his name. 
Might I inquire why?” 


“Tt’s...”” Menogias trailed off, his head turning ever so slightly to survey the room around him as if 
searching for answers. “Apologies, it is not my place to say. I would... encourage you to speak to 
the boy yourself, it would bring things to light, I think. Just, be careful, it is a topic he doesn’t feel 
comfortable with.” 


“T see,” Morax spoke, his voice rumbling low in his chest, face twisted in thought, “I thank you for 
your insight as well as your time. If there are no more questions than this meeting is adjourned.” 


“T have no more questions My Lord. Thank you.” Menogias bowed, Morax tilting his own head 
down in turn. 


Back at the Pavilion the remaining trio sat. Bonanus and Indarias were locked in a rather heated 
argument over which weapon reigns superior —the claymore, or the catalyst-. Xiao sat idle sipping 
at his tea, a new cup Indarias made for him, this one a tad sweeter than the last. His eyes darted 
between the two girls as if watching a battle. 


It was strange, to be part of such a domestic moment. Although their voices raised in their 
argumentative states, their bodies betrayed no anger, only joy. Smiles lit against their faces and 
their voices bounced with underlying happiness, laughter sitting at the tips of their tongues. 


It felt nice. 
It felt... free. 


“Claymores are much to slow, catalysts allow for multiple strike before you can even raise your 
blade.” Indarias said. She tried to keep her face stern, but her lips kept twitching will ill covered 
smiles. 


“A true Blade master can wield such a stubborn weapon with both skill and speed. Only the 
ignorant would ignore such a marvelous blade. Besides, whilst it is true that the bulk of the blade 
causes a slower swing, it makes up for it in power, I need not hit as much to overpass you in 
damage dealt.” Bonanus countered, her quiet voice holding nothing but confidence.” 


“Though less powerful my attacks may be, they are plenty. Not to mention the elemental damage 
in each of my strikes is second to none.” 


“Yes, I will admit your fire is magnificent to behold.” said the hydro user. “However, I can deal 
many more critical strikes by breaking through defenses with ease.” 


“T feel we can argue all day and come no closer to a victor.” laughed Indarias. “I ask you Xiao, 
what do you think is superior?” 


Both girls turned to look at him, and his eyes widened at the sudden attention. He placed his cup 
down, hands coming down to be cradled in his lap. He twisted at his fingers, in an effort to relieve 
some of the anxious energy that bubbled in his chest. 


“This one... does not know, apologies,” he whispered. 


The two women looked sad at his words, they shot each other a look, communicating just through 
their eyes. 


“We did not mean for that question to upset you so,” Indarias said to him, her voice taking on a 
gentle tone. “It's just friendly chatter is all, no such thing as right or wrong answers.” 


“She’s right, we want only your opinion. We will not get angry nor upset. We promise.” Said 
Bonanus. 


Xiao nodded his head, but he did not look entirely convinced at the girls' words. Captivity did it’s 
darndest to strip him of his individuality and of his thoughts. Left behind nothing more than a 
corpse strung up on his masters' words, slowly decaying with the passage of time. 


The little bird opened his mouth, lips parted ever so slightly, and the only sound he gave was he 
softest of exhales. He looked to Bonanus, eyes imploring and trusting as his eyes met hers. She 
smiled at him, nodding ever so slightly. 


“This one, thinks catalysts are harder to dodge, but claymores hurt more.” He said, his eyes turned 
downward as if speaking to his teacup rather than the company he kept. 


Both girls looked troubled at his words but chose instead not to voice said concerns lest the boy 
shut down completely. It was not unusual for someone, who has lived such a life of hardships to 
have ways of doing things or even saying things that fall into the category of abnormal. 


“So, you are saying that both are advantageous?” Bonanus said, her voice coaxing him into 
speaking more. 


“Yes, this one thinks both weapons are exemplary in their own ways,” he said nodding once with 
finality. He still did not lift his gaze from the teacup, but neither woman made move to correct him. 


“T guess it really isn’t the weapon so much as it’s the wielder. Any weapon can be strong if used 
correctly.” Indarias spoke, her voice upbeat. “Besides, I know that my catalyst it superior.” 


“Whatever helps you rest Inda,” Bonanus said with incredulity dripping from her lips. 
“Oh, fuck off.” 
“Inda!” 


“T didn’t say anything,” she yelled, her voice was laden in humor and dripping steadily with 
sarcasm. 


“T was sitting right here!” 
“Oh, it’s just a silly curse word. No one is getting hurt!” 


“There is a child present!” Bonanus said heatedly, her gauntlet like finger pointed accusatorily in 
Xiao’s direction. 


Xiao startled at the clawed finger so close to his face, but oddly enough he did not feel frighted 
from it. If anything, he felt irked at being referred to as a child once again. He felt is eye twitch at 
the phrase, and he tried hard to swallow back the biting remarks that bubbled on his tongue. 


“This one is not a child,” he told them, his voice was steady even when his hands trembled. 


“Sure you are. I mean, just look at you,” Indarias said, gesturing her hands towards his entire body 
like he was supposed to be able to discern her meaning with such a vague gesture. 


“What is that supposed to mean?” His face scrunched like he licked something sour and Bonanus 
laughed joyfully in response. 


“Well, for starters, you’re pretty short,” Indarias said, snorting like she had just told the funniest of 
jokes. Xiao blushed fierce, a burning red traveling across his nose and staining the apples of his 
cheeks. 


“Ones height does not dictate age. This one is not a child, if anything one would be more closely 
correlated to what a mortal would call a teenager.” 


Xiao had spat the word out like it was painful. As if being seen as any notion of adolescence was 
torture it its own right. He has spent many, many years of his life, looking at families from a 
distance —hoping one day for peace- and he would witness males, not yet young adults, acting a 
fool in the presence of young women, he would gaze upon them as they rough housed on river 
bends pushing friends into the water and laughing like it was the most joyous of things. He would 
watch as they sat around great fires, obnoxiously loud, telling stories with overly grand 
gesticulations. 


He remembered watching them and thinking they had to be the most obnoxious creatures on the 
face of Teyvat. 


He remembered he wanted to be them. Just for a day. Maybe. 


But he is not a teenager, he is more closely related to a monster with his feather born skin and 
hollowed bones. 


Teenagers do not wield blades like extensions of their own beings, they do not bathe in bloodshed, 
and they do not feast on the dreams and happiness of the beings that coexist around them. 


“Teenagers are still children,” Indarias said in a song like voice, and she reached across the table 
and tapped her index finger gently against his nose. 


He backed away; face twisted in confusion. 
“They are not.” He told her. 


“If you haven’t reached adulthood, then by default it makes one a child. It really is simple logic 
Xiao, come on now.” She smiled at him, and Xiao could not help the frown that settled over his 
lips. 


It felt wrong to call them children. In times of war if felt wrong to call children , children. A child 
who is meant to live their lives with ignorance and joy, it is difficult when a world torn apart by 
war tries desperately to rip ignorance from their grasp and replace their joy with nightmares and 
sorrows. 


It felt wrong to call them children when their eyes lack a spark of happiness. When their eyes are 
dimmed out in fear for their brothers, and their fathers. Tremble at the thoughts of their sisters and 
their mothers one day not being there to tuck them in and wash their fears away under gentle 
touches and soft kisses. 


Whispered words of reassurance mean nothing when the screams of the dying echo louder still. 
He remembered, a small distant memory. One when he was still Alatus. 

Not, Xiao. 

Not Azlin's bloodhound. 

Simply Alatus. 


Alatus when he watched over sleeping villagers and danced to songs on whispered wind. When he 
would taste the bitterness of nightmares and leave only joy in his wake. 


Alatus when he ran through riverbeds and chirped along to bird song. 
Alatus when he was naive and stupid in his ignorance and emboldened by his arrogance. 


When he was Alatus, nothing more than a child born of the wind, separate from the war that 
burned across the lands. 


He remembered the children during that time. When they were happy, truly and honestly happy. 
When crops grew strong and plenty, when they could play together, and not have to worry of one 
of them not coming home. When their mothers would be waiting for them with a warm meal and 
loving hug. 


That is what a child ought to be, not these small beings shrouded in fake happiness and forced 
light. 


“Children are not handed weapons and ordered to fight for the glory of their God.” He told them 
simply; his voice was hard, and it did not shake for there was no fear in the justice of his words. 


Bonanus and Indarias seemed to freeze at the spoken word. Their eyes dimmed in light as they 
stared at him, and their minds wandered to every possibility of pain he must have endured to have a 
response as harsh as that. 


“No, they are not. You’re right, but the men here, they take up blade in protection of their friends 
and their family. They learn the art of swordsmanship in defense to their livelihood and future. 
When they make the choice to join the military power is when they decide they have grown 
enough. But that does not mean we stop protecting them, that we stop fighting for them. That does 
not mean they have to stop seeing the world with joy.” Bonanus said, her voice overpowered with 
the passion of her words. 


Xiao shook his head. 


“There is a world beyond the borders of Guili Assembly. There are Gods who look at their subjects 
and see nothing more than cannon fodder. Not everyone is given a choice on how their lives get to 
play out, some people are destined to be nothing more than rotting corpses on a bloody battlefield.” 


His voice cracked as he spoke, and his hands shook so harshly he dug his nails into his wrist in an 
effort to stop the incessant trembles. He could feel his heart beating so fast in his chest he felt as if 
he could pass out any moment; felt as if he could vomit at any moment. Who was he to speak such 
words in the presence of those so much grander than he. Beings so much better, more respectable. 


“You’re right Xiao, and I am sorry that I spoke so callously,” said Bonanus, her head bowed in 
sorrow. “I must thank you for opening my eyes to what is really happening around us.” 


Xiao startled; his eyes glancing over her broken posture and his stomach twisted in painful knots. 


“No, this one is sorry. This one ruined your pleasant time with ones disgusting presence. This one 
apologizes most sincerely.” 


He stood quickly from his seat, the table rattling in his haste to rectify his mistake. He dropped 
down into a bow, bent a perfect ninety degrees at the waist. His hands were clasped tightly in front 
of him, little droplets of blood flecked around his wrists where his nails dug too deep. 


Indarias jumped to her feet at the sight he brought, and she reached towards him frantically, her 
hands grasping at her shoulders, and she pushed gently against him until he straightened. His gaze 
was trained down at his feet, and she could feel the tremors beneath his skin. 


“Do not bow to us,” she told him, her voice nearing tears. 


“This one must. This one has spoken against the words of ones better. This one, this one is deeply 
sorry for one's transgression. This one pleads you show one mercy for their grave oversight.” 


“You have done nothing wrong.” Bonanus said sternly. “Nothing.” 


“This one has only ever done wrong.” he told her, refusing still to meet their gaze. 


“Xiao.” Indarias said sternly. 


He refused to lift his head, instead he seemed to curl his shoulders inward, but the pyro users' hands 
were still planted firmly in place stopping the motion from going any further than a slight twitch. 


“Xiao,” she said again. “Look at me. Will you look at me please?” 


He raised his eyes to meet her, they were distant and unsure, as if his mind has already closed itself 
away in preparation for protection. 


“You did nothing wrong here. Nothing. I know that it’s difficult for you to understand but, I am so 
glad you decided to speak for what you thought. I will not scorn you but instead I will thank you, 
for reminding me that there is a world out there so much bigger than I could possibly fathom. If the 
people are not told of their ignorance, it will turn the world ignorant. “ 


“This one did not mean, did not mean to question the honorable one's knowledge. This one is not 
worthy of knowledge, nor does it have the right to have opinions.” 


“Listen, I don’t know what Azlin told you, I don’t know what you have gone through and to be 
honest, I really don’t think I want to know. What I do know, is that you have taught me a lesson 
that I did need to learn. Living in a place that boasts a grand military power, being granted great 
power can make someone complacent. It can make them uneducated and uninformed of everything 
around them.” Indarias told him. Her voice was harsh, but not cruel. 


“This one... does not understand,” he told her, tears welled up in his eyes and he tried desperately to 
keep them from falling. 


“A familiar phrase,” Bonanus told him as she too stood from her seat. She walked around so that 
she stood behind him, and ever so slowly she wrapped her arms around his chest and pulled him 
against her own. He stilled for a moment, before relaxing into the warmth she provided. 


Hugs were so foreign to him, so frightening. 


It was even more frightening on how much his body craved that affection even when his mind was 
pleading for him to run. 


“T do not want you to be afraid Xiao, not of me, nor Indarias. I wish you not to fear brother 
Menogias, not Morax or Lady Guizhong. I want you to speak when you feel like you have to. 
When the world is nothing but cruel, I want to hear you speak against the injustice of it all. I want 
to hear it Xiao, do you understand that at least. Even if it’s the most terrifying thing you ever do, I 
want to hear it. No one here will ever hurt you for the words that you speak, and I will not allow 
others to hurt you in turn.” Bonanus whispered her words so fiercely in his ear that he shivered. 


Indarias still held his shoulders, her warmth spreading through his veins like a blazing inferno, but 
he could not find it in himself to fear the fire. 


“This one, does not understand your words or your passions,” He admitted under a mumbling 
breath, and he could feel Bonanus tighten her arms around him. “This one does not understand, but 
one will try.” 


“That is all we ask of you little bird.” she said as she kissed his temple and rested her cheek against 
his head. 


Indarias laughed a bit under her breath, and she lifted a hand to cradle his cheek. She smiled, a wet 
and watery smile for at some point she began to cry at the exchange. 


“Why do you laugh sister?” Bonanus asked. 


“T just,” She began, removing her hand from the boy's face so that she could scrub harshly at the 
stubborn tears that stained against her cheeks. “I had this image in my head of you for so long. Ever 
since I first heard the rumors of your existence, of this battle-hardened beast. And when I fought 
against you all of those rumors seemed to solidify in my mind, and I was convinced you were a 
dangerous animal, one that deserved to be put down beside its master.” 


“Inda!” Her sister shouted. Scandalized that she would speak such words before the boy. 


“Hush, I am not done!” She spat back, “When you got here, I was determined to see you as nothing 
more than the beast I had envisioned. And the longer you stayed, whenever Bon, or Meno would 
speak of you that image I held onto so tightly to begin to quiver and crack. I know I really only met 
you today, on absolute chance, but it’s clear to see how wrong my image was. You are not a beast, 
you are not a monster, and I’m sorry, I'm so fucking sorry that I did not give you the chance that 
you needed. That you deserved. And I hope one day you can forgive me.” 


Xiao swallowed back the saliva that pooled heavy on his tongue, unused to such attention and 
tears. 


“One needn’t offer apologies to this one. This one does not take offense to one's words. This one is 
a monster disguised in the skin of a person.” 


“No Xiao, you are not.” Indarias whispered to him. “Infact, there is nothing monstrous about you. 
When people spoke of you in fear, it was not you that scared them, it was the shadow of Azlin that 
hung heavy around you. You cannot be a monster; you are too kind for such a thing.” 


“Mistress Azlin did not kill those people,” He whispered, voice cracking against the heartbreak of 
his words. “This one did. 
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Take Flight on Golden Wings 


The rest of the meal was awkward after that. Indarias and Bonanus tried mightily to bring the 
conversation back to light, but it was easy to tell their hearts weren’t in it. It wasn’t as if they could 
tell Xiao he was wrong, it was his hand that stole the lives from so many countless people, no 
matter what person commanded him to do so, it was still his skin inked with blood. 


It was still his soul tainted in malice. 


When a lull fell in the strained conversation, Xiao took the moment to flee for lack of better words. 
He bowed once in respect to the two women and was whisked away in a swirling mass of anemo 
and karmic burn. The two yaksha turned to look at each other following his departure, their faces 
were solemn, and they exuded an aura of sadness. 


“We started off so well too,” Indarias said. 


“T find that many conversations with him can take turns towards the negative before too long.” 
Bonanus told her sister in return, leaning over to place her clawed hand on Indarias’ shoulder. “It’s 
not his fault though. Not really.” 


“No, I know. That does not make it any easier to cope with though.” 


It did not take them too long after to clean up their mess. There were quite a few dishes that had yet 
to be eaten, and so the two women packed them away, intent to drop them off at the soldier's 
quarters so they too may partake if they so pleased. It was hardly enough food to feed all of them, 
but there was always a guarantee that a few men were lingering in the rec hall. And so, with arms 
laden in bamboo containers and straining satchels they too took their leave. 


The people that milled around the pavilion gave their respectful goodbyes as they passed before 
turning back to their own meals. The roads were rather peaceful at this time of the day. With the 
sun so high in the sky it made sense for all the villagers to be milling about the farming fields or 
mining the rich ore in an effort to keep resources high and comfortable for the lives of all those that 
resided in the plains. 


When they arrived at the barracks there was an awkward sort of tenseness in the air. Soldiers 
sparred in the clearing, but their movements were choppy. Nothing like the fluid dance the generals 
tried so hard to train them in. Groups of them stood off to the side, voices lowered in a whisper as 
they spoke to one another, and every so often their eyes would glance around the area as if 
checking for prying eyes and listening ears. 


Indarias and Bonanus shared a confused look as they moved further into the area. The men saluted 
to their superiors in a show of respect, but interactions fell very short after that. It was strange to be 
surrounded by so many people walking on eggshells, especially in a place that is -on the daily- 
much livelier. 


When the two women made their way into the main building they were met with an empty and 
echoing room. The entire ground felt ghostlike and empty. To be surrounded by such echoing 
silence was unnerving, especially in a room normally bursting with voices and clatter. 


“Brother Menogias is no longer here I guess,” Said Indarias as she glanced around her. She walked 
over to the tables and deposited her abundant bundle of food onto the wood worn tables. 


“Wonder where he went?” Said her sister who walked up beside her and released her own bundle 
of goodies. 


“Do you think he’s gone off to find Brother Bosacius? If Rex Lapis called for him, it must be 
military related. Right?” 


“Hm, I wonder. Far be it from us to push for information,” Bonanus said shaking her head and 
putting a stop to the conversation. After all, if it was meant for her ears she would have been 
informed. 


The two women glanced at each other, eyes swimming in curiosity but just shrugged their 
shoulders and turned away from the table. They made their way back to the yard; the men still 
looked uncomfortable but a few more of them had brought out their weapons and had begun to spar 
lightly. 


The two women separated from there, going between the soldiers and offering some advice, or 
fixing wobbling stances. 


Menogias had made his way through the town, he smiled charmingly at the passing villagers, but 
his eyes looked a thousand miles away. He made his way to the little hut that served as Xiao’s 
quarters, the area around given a wide berth as no one wanted to get too close to the residence. 
Many of the villagers believed the building was a cursed place as if his very soul tainted the 
building with a burning fire. 


The Geo yaksha believed none of these lies -these rumors- they were farfetched and cruel. The 
only taint that filled that room was the sadness that permeated the grain. 


When at last he arrived he wasted no time pushing the curtain aside and stepping into the room. 
He was met with the broad back of his brother. 


“T thought I would find you here brother,” he said. His voice held tones of sternness and was 
imbued with anger and unrest. 


“Yes, [came in search of the Adeptus,” Bosacius replied, still not turning to face his family. 


“The Adeptus? I wonder when he graduated to such a term. Before you referred to him only in 
derogatory slurs. Or perhaps I am mistaken?” 


“You are not mistaken, brother,” he replied. 


“Why are you here Bosacius?” Menogias asked, stone faced and shallow. 


“T believe I already told you as such,” he said, finally turning so that he may speak to his brother 
face to face. “Seeing as you now hold the rank of my superior, I assume you are already aware of 
the situation.” 


“T am aware of vague details yes, but that is not what I am asking, and you know it. Why are you 
here, now, in this room Bosacius?” 


“An apology,” he said with defeat in his words. “Rex Lapis tells me I owe him such.” 


“And you think it will be so simple?” Menogias asked in genuine curiosity. “You cannot tell me 
you think it will be such a simple task, to just say you are sorry and have the entire situation 
resolved in just a hand full of words?” 


“Ts it not simple?” 


“No!” Menogias exclaimed, throwing his hands in the air with barely concealed frustrations. 


Menogias walked further into the room and took a seat on the bed. He motioned for Bosacius to 
take a seat beside him, and the hulking man grumbled before ambling over and taking a seat as 
well. The mattress seemed to almost flatten beneath his weight, the bed frame groaning in protest. 
They sat silent for a while, Bosacius eyes trained to the bare wall in front of him and Menogias in 
turn kept his eyes trained on his hand that were clenched tightly on his lap. 


“Look, Bosacius,” Menogias started, “I don’t think you understand how truly... damaged he is. It’s 
not going to be a simple sorry and go about your day.” 


“Ts that not what it is to apologize?” 


He sounded, not angry exactly, but more frustrated. Whether that frustration was aimed at Xiao, his 
punishment, the tenseness of the assembly or perhaps just himself, it was difficult to tell. It was 
clear that he abhorred the thought of apologizing to the boy, but seeing as it was an order 
dependent on his reinstatement as Marshall, apologize he must. 


“He’s extraordinarily good at reading people Bo. If you’re angry he is going to know and he’ Il 
forgive you out of fear, not acceptance. He’s hardwired in a way to keep himself safe, and not 
angering a high-ranking official is a way to ensure that safety!” 


“So, he sniffs out fear like a dog then?” Bosacius sneered. 


“He’s not a dog!” Menogias shouted, he stood angrily, turning quickly so that he was leaning over 
his brother. ““Archons! He hurt you, I understand that. It left a scar; great, another to add to your 
collection! But the situation with him and Azlin is something we don’t understand. What I do 
know, what I’m entirely confident in, is that he did not want to be there, he did not wish for any of 
the things he had done!” 


“But he did them!” 


“T am not denying such things! He has hurt and he has killed and in turn he has been hurt just as 
much. He may be alive, but he is broken, and no matter if you glue the porcelain back together 
there will always be cracks. Press with too much pressure and it shatters again. So yes, many 
people are dead by his hand, but he has to live with that forever.” 


“And what of the damage done to your sister?! Indarias has to live with the disfigurement done to 
her leg, she still walks with a limp because of him!” 


“Indarias has forgiven him! Why can’t you? What is it Bosacius, what is the reason? The true 
reason!” 


An echoing silence filled the room which served further to accentuating the heavy breathing of 
both men as they shot each other scathing glares. Bosacius was unconsciously clenching his fists 
so hard that veins were popping up beneath his skin. Menogias straightened, his eye drifting to the 
ceiling as if searching for some semblance of patience and good faith. 


“T don’t know,” Bosacius finally whispered. 
“Excuse me?” 


“The answer is I don’t know.” Bosacius said, turning his gaze down, eyes tracing the pattern of the 
bed sheets. “I understand the implications of war; I know the destruction of the mind and of the 
body. In the past I have welcomed villagers from enemy settlements with a smile as they came to 
settle in Guili. In the past, I welcomed soldiers from enemy Gods who had met their end with open 
arms. But this adeptus, he is different.” 


“Why?” 

“TI do not know,” Bosacius said. He sounded tense. 

“But you do know. If you didn’t you wouldn’t think him any different.” 

“Just... because!” 

“Because why, Bosacius? Tell me.” Menogias ground out between clenched teeth. 
“There is nothing to tell,” he shot back. 


“T hold power as your commanding officer Bosacius, remember that. I ask that you tell me as your 
brother! Please do not make me command it as your superior!” 


Bosacius inhaled sharply through his nose as he observed the other man. Menogias stood tensely, 
his shoulders squared back and solid. His eyes were pleading, and his hands trembled ever so 
slightly. All at once the fight drained from Bosacius’ shoulders. He always took pride in the love 
and comradery he and his siblings shared, but now here he was, tearing at fresh cuts. 


Loved that he was the one people would come for in search of advice or comfort but stood before 
him was his brother who needed both love and comfort and Bosacius was denying him all because 
of petty hate. 


“With that boy it is different. I have cleaned up too many ruined corpses and gave my condolences 
to too many families. For eons. Thousands of lives lost, of families destroyed; all by his hand! 
Forgiving mortals is easy, they do not live so long as to hold a grudge so significant. But with a 
being such as him, it is not something I can forgive so easily. He is not someone I can forgive so 
easily.” 


“Can you at least... try?” 


“Yea, well, you’re the boss,” Bosacius gave a sardonic laugh and stood from the bed. 


He walked forward a few steps so that he stood beside his brother, their shoulders brushing against 
each other at their proximity. Neither man spoke, each stuck in their own thoughts, contemplating 
that moment. Bosacius huffed a breath out through his nose and walked swiftly from the room. The 
curtain swayed with his departure. 


Menogias sighed heavily and dropped back down to the bed. He swallowed thickly, eyes drifting 
towards the lone window. 


“You can come in Xiao, it’s your room after all,” he sighed out, sounding defeated in every sense 
of the word. 


It was still. All one could hear was the creaking wood as the wind blew outside the four walls of 
the tiny room. Before long Xiao’s golden eyes popped up over the windowsill, the tiny tuft of hair 
looked comical standing up. 


He looked so young and curious at that moment. 


The little face ducked away and Menogias was left staring at the empty window. It was quiet and 
still once more, but the yaksha knew the boy was still waiting outside the room. He let him be, 
very sure he would make up his mind on whether he would enter or leave in a matter of time. 


A little hand grabbed at the fabric of the curtain and held on for just a moment before releasing and 
disappearing behind the cloth once more. 


A few more moments passed, and the hand returned. This time the curtain pulled back and Xiao 
shuffled in, face downward and he looked sheepish and uncomfortable in his own skin. 


“Hello, how do you fare?” Menogias asked him, a small smile on his face. 


“You saw this one not too long ago. One has not had a change in health since,” Xiao said in turn. 
He raised his head and furrowed his brow in confusion. 


“T don’t mean in a literal sense,” Menogias said laughing. “I wonder how you are doing in a 
metaphorical sense.” 


“Oh, then, this one is well.” 
“That’s good. I’m glad to hear such news.” 


Xiao still stood in the doorway; his only movement was the slight twitching of his fingers. He 
swallowed thickly a few times before turning his head to look back at the exit. Menogias sat 
quietly, wanting the boy to work through his own thoughts, and perhaps find the courage to voice 
them. 


“May this one make an inquiry?” he finally asked as he turned his gaze back to the yaksha. He 
made his way over to the chair that sat situated in the corner of the room, eyes never straying from 
Menogias. 


“Of course, you may. Permission is not needed to inquire about things you are unsure about.” 
“May this one know why Marshall Vitras was... here?” 


Menogias smiled reassuringly at the boy, raising his hands, he gestured to him. Xiao shuffled 
closer, stopping just short of the bed. He had begun to scratch at his wrists; nails digging into soft 
flesh with a harshness born only from someone who lived cradled in the hands of suffering. The 


yaksha gave him another smile, this one more sad than reassuring, reaching forward he took Xiao’s 
hands within his own and gave them a gentle squeeze. 


“Yaksha Bosacius came to see you. He wanted to offer you an apology,” Menogias told him. 
“Why do you refer to him as such?” 

“Because until further notice, Bosacius is not acting as our Marshall.” 

“Why?” 

It was such an innocent question that Menogias’ heart stung. 

“Because he has acted in a way unbefitting of a Marshall in Morax’s army.” 


Xiao stared at Menogias’ face and searched his eyes. It took a great amount of will power for the 
geo user not to squirm under the scrutiny. 


“Because of... this one?” Xiao finally whispered. 


Menogias, who still had Xiao’s hands clasped in his own, pulled the boy forward and situated him 
so that he sat on the bed beside him. 


He held tightly still to those small hands. 


“T want you to listen to me carefully, okay? He waited until the boy nodded —albeit reluctantly- 
before continuing. “What happened with Bosacius is not your fault. None of this blame falls to 
your shoulders, okay? I promise you that.” 


“That’s...” Xiao bit at his lip, face twisting in confusion. 
“No, listen to me Xiao. Listen okay, it’s not your fault.” 


“This one is at fault though. This one must be,” he said it with such a definitive tone that Menogias 
almost wanted to believe him. 


Almost. 
“Why?” 
“What?” Xiao said quickly, his face morphing into surprise at the sudden question. 


“Why are you at fault? Why should all the blame be placed on your shoulder’s?” Menogias asked 
him, his voice alight with an almost passionate rage. 


Xiao looked stumped. 

“Because, because this one was outside.” 

“You are allowed outside.” Menogias told him calmly. 

“There were... people saw this one, this one disturbed them with one’s presence.” 


“Yes, there are always people milling about because they live here. You exist and you too reside 
here in Guili, your presence isn’t a disturbance it is an inevitability.” 


“Tt must be one’s fault. This one disturbed the people that live here and so they told Marshal Vitras 


that one was causing problems. That is why, so that means this one is to blame.” 
“What were you doing outside?” Menogias asked him. “Specifically.” 

“This one was sat on the roof and was watching.” 

“Okay. Were you yelling at the common folk?” 

“No...” 

“Were you harassing them?” 

“No, this one did no such act.” 

“You hurt them; you brandished a weapon against them?” 

“No! This one would not harm the people!” 

“Then how are you at fault?” 


Xiao looked as if he had been struck. His hands strained against Menogias’ hands as he attempted 
to mutilate the flesh of his wrists once more. Anything to release the pent-up confusion and fear 
that roiled in his rib cage. The yaksha held him firmly, brushing his thumb over the backs of the 
boys' hands in an effort to offer his reassurance. 


Menogias closed his eyes and leant forward, letting his forehead thump against Xiao’s own. He 
could feel the boy stiffen but remained still. He took in long breaths in and out through his nose, 
ignoring the burning itch of Xiao’s eyes boring into him, 


Before too long, he felt Xiao relax and he pushed his own forehead against Menogias’, and the 
yaksha had to fight hard that smile that grew on his face at the trust the boy placed in him. 


“You are not at fault.”” He whispered to Xiao once more. 
“This one scares them.” Xiao whispered back. 


Menogias frowned and shifted around once more. His right arm draped over and rested gently 

on the boys' shoulders and his left came up to cradle at the back of the little bird's head. He moved 
him so that his face was instead pressed against his shoulder and turned to rest his own cheek 
against the crown of Xiao’s head. 


“You are not responsible for the thoughts and feelings of those around you. Unfortunately, they 
must take care of those particular aspects on their own,” Menogias whispered to him, as he 
scratched gently at the boy's scalp. “Not everyone is going to like you, and not everyone is going to 
respect you. I know that it is difficult, and that it is painful, but you need to be aware of only your 
own thoughts and feelings. Control your actions because you can’t dictate anyone else’s.” 

“Tt hurts,” Xiao said, voice broken and muffled by the thick fabric of Menogias’ robes. “This one 
does not wish for such scorn any longer, it hurts.” 


“T know,” Menogias turned and placed a kiss at the little bird’s temple. “I know it does, but just be 
yourself Xiao and in turn they will come around. They will see you for who you truly are.” 


“This one is a monster.” 


“No, you are kind. Unequivocally kind.” 


The pair sat like that for a long while. Long enough for the sun to drift away telling the arrival of 
the moon. Madame Ping found them in such a way when she arrived for her nightly watch. Xiao 
was still huddled against Menogias’ shoulder partially shrouded underneath his draping sleeves. 
The yaksha nodded his head to her in greeting and she gave a smile in return. 


“Not interrupting I should hope?” She said to them with a chuckle on her lips. 


“Not at all, we were just having a bit of a relaxing moment is all.”” Menogias answered and 
untangled himself from Xiao spindly limbs which had come up at some point to grip and his 
robes. 


“Ah, a good thing every once and a while,” she said, placing a parcel down on the table beside the 
bed. 


Xiao turned to the older adeptus, his eyes were dry and red rimmed, but his cheeks were clear of 
tear tracks. She reached out to ruffle at his dark locks and traced her hand down so that she could 
cradle his cheek against her palm. She smiled as she felt him lean against the touch. She couldn’t 
help herself as she pulled away, to grab the fat of his cheek and pinch it between her fingers. 


He looked both affronted and confused, only to blush heartily at Menogias charming laughter. 


“Haha, you are most adorable, little bird,” he said standing and petting his own hand against the 
boy's hair. 


“Do not pinch this one,” Xiao said pulling his head away with apprehension. 


“T won’t, I won’t,” Menogias said, hands raised in mock surrender. “This is where I bid you a good 
night then. Until tomorrow, Xiao.” 


“But you did not help this one with one's writings. You said that you would?” Xiao said to him, the 
memory of earlier today surfacing in his mind. 


“Ah, I suppose not. Something to look forward to tomorrow then. Okay?” Menogias asked, not 
wanting to dismiss the little birds concerns so callously. However, if Xiao truly wanted to practice, 
he would not deny him. 


“Okay,” Xiao whispered back, but he sounded so sad Menogias’ chest clenched in sympathy. 
“xiao?” Menogias asked, tilting his head down so that he could look the boy in his eyes. 


“This one will ask you tomorrow.” He said, voice hard and determined, as if trying to convince his 
own mind of the answer. 


“Okay,” Menogias said, reaching out once more to pat the boy's head. “Goodnight Xiao, Madame 
Ping.” 


He bowed low before leaving, Xiao’s eyes tracking his movement and staring at him long after he 
left. Ping, not wanting to disturb the boy began to unpack her parcel which held his dinner. 


The noise and smell eventually caught the attention of the little bird, and he turned to her in 
curiosity. 


“Ah, just some dinner. A light broth, and for dessert a wonderful platter of your almond tofu,” Ping 


said with fondness. “I know you care not for the broth, but I wish you too eat almost half if you can 
manage it. There are many good nutrients that you need.” 


Xiao nodded and shifted around so that he sat upon his knees. Ping handed him the bowl slowly, 
waiting for him to get a proper grip before she released it entirely. He took small, tentative sips, his 
face would scrunch in distaste every so often until he managed to finish. There was still about a 
quarter of the liquid sloshing in the bowl, but it was a much better outcome than she had originally 
hoped. 


“How was your day?” she asked, handing over the plate of almond tofu. 


Xiao took a bite, his eyes almost seeming to light up at the taste, but otherwise made no outward 
emotive. 


“Tt was... well.” He answered, not bringing up the incident earlier in the day. Ping had a knowing 
look on her face, as if she had been privy to that particular incident but chose not to speak about it. 
“This one met miss Indarias, uh, again.” 


“Did you? That’s wonderful. How did you find her?” 


“This one did not find her; it was she who had found this one.” Xiao told her seriously, before 
taking another bite from his plate. 


Ping laughed brightly, cheeks flushing with color at the joy that warmed her chest. 
“No, no child. That was just an expression. It means, what did you think of her.” 


“Oh,” Xiao said dumbly, his own cheeks colored in embarrassment. “This one thinks she is very 
boisterous. She was not so bright when one had met her the first time with miss Guizhong.” 


“Ah, different circumstances I should think. I agree though. General Musatas is very bright and 
lively. I find her quite enjoyable to be around.” 


“Yes,” said Xiao. “She is... very bright.” 


“What did you speak about If I may be so bold as to inquire?” Ping asked, taking her seat on that 
corner chair. 


“She brought this one to eat with Bonanus and Menogias,” he told her, and Ping seemed overjoyed 
at the news, she leant forward in the chair, elbows resting in her knees. 


“Ah, have you eaten earlier today then?” 


“Mm, no. This one had only tea.” Xiao shook his head, and then leaned forward to place his empty 
plate beside the broth bowl. “The honorable ones offered this one food, but this one saw nothing 
one would have liked to eat.” 


“Ah, I see. That’s alright. How did you like the tea?” 
“Tt was very good, this one enjoyed it.” 


Ping hummed in satisfaction before leaning back against the chair once more. From her own 
subspace she pulled out a zither and rested it against her lap. Xiao looked on in confusion towards 
the instrument but made no move to ask after it. Ping glanced at him, and with a smile she began to 
strum at the strings, humming along to a tune unknown to the little bird. 


Xiao watched her finger slide across the strings in open admiration, his own fingers tapping out a 
tune against his thigh. He wasn’t sure why, but the music felt so right to him, so warm. As if his 
very soul was woven into the music notes. He thought perhaps that he too would like to play music 
someday. 


If he could create rather than kill, perhaps he too can be seen as someone worthy of love and 
kindness. 


Madame Ping spun through songs so quickly he had a hard time discerning when one song ended 
and another began, each note timed so perfectly, so beautifully he felt lost in its enchanting dance. 


He felt lighter. 


He couldn’t help the smile on his face, and he closed his eyes softly against the sensations that 
danced in his ears and itched at his brain so wonderfully. 


When the tunes finally tapered off at last Xiao felt lost without the guiding song. He opened his 
eyes to meet the warm browns of Madame ping. She had a soft smile and soft eyes and Xiao felt 
safe under her guidance. 


“Did you enjoy the music little bird?” She asked him. 


“Yes, this one has never heard something as beautiful before.” Xiao told her, shifting around so 
that he was crisscross on the bed, hands on either side of his knees, clutching at the bed linens. 


“Have you ever played an instrument before child?” she asked him as she banished her zither back 
to the subspace where she had pulled it from. 


A faraway look clouded over his eyes for a moment before clearing just as quickly. 


“This one thinks... perhaps a long time ago. But one has forgotten the intricacies of the sound, and 
one thinks it would not be able to produce a sound as melodic as yours.” He sounded sad, as if 
remembering a life before his life was forfeited. 


“Do you wish to find what instrument fits well in hands such as yours?” Ping asked him, already 
running through every instrument she had ever laid her eyes upon, thought of every sound that has 
ever graced her ears. 


“This one's hands are not meant to make such beautiful music. Not anymore. It would be better for 
this one to appreciate such beauty but not to engage with it,” he told her, shaking his head and the 
seriousness of it all. 


Ping sighed. 


“Music has many properties, and it evokes many feelings. It can be used to persuade, or to mourn. 
It can be used on joyous occasions or ones wrought in sorrow, and it can be used to heal those who 
have suffered. I think it would do you well to play once more. To use it as a way to release the 
sorrows that sit heavy on your heart.” 


Xiao sat there, mulling over her words. Thinking back to the music that floated gracefully in his 
mind and eased the tension that sat ever present on his chest. He thought of a younger Alatus, one 
whose face was still rounded with childish chub, whose hands gripped tightly a wooded flute. 


“Music can heal?” He said at last, looking up to glance at the older adeptus. 


“Yes, in more ways than we can ever imagine. The gift of music truly is just that; a gift.” 


Xiao furrowed his brow and began to twist and untwist the bed sheets beneath his sweat filled 
palms. 


“Madame Ping?” 
“Yes, child?” 
“Ts this one healed?” 


She looked taken aback at the question but regained her composure rather quickly. She gave him a 
warm smile and softened the features of her face ever so slightly. 


“Well, you sport a few bruises still, perhaps some shallow cuts. Your wings are full and healthy, 
youll need to strengthen them of course, but that takes time,” Ping said to him, her head tilted back 
in thought. “I would like if you put on a few more pounds but, considering everything you went 
through, I should think you healed quite wonderfully.” 


“Madame Ping?” He asked again. 
“Yes, child?” She answered once more. 


“Tf this one is healed, then...” He licked his lips before chewing on the lower in thought. “Tf this 
one is healed, then this one... can leave?” 


Time seemed to freeze as she glanced upon the boy. She knew intrinsically that he was only 
obligated to remain here until the commands of his contract were met; until he was physically 
healthy and able. She was so focused on his healing, on seeing him healthy and alive that she failed 
to think past that. 


Failed to realize how much it would hurt when and if he was gone. 


“Ah, yes, I suppose those were the stipulations of your contract with Morax.” She said to him, her 
voice cracking against the emotions she felt. “I would, think a meeting would be in order to uh, to 
gauge your progress. If you would like I can, I can bring the issue up to Rex and Guizhong.” 


“Yes,” Xiao said to her, but he sounded strange. As if he wanted to leave, but his soul mourned the 
thought. 


“Alright, I shall do so tomorrow then.” 


She tried hard to sound happy and upbeat but in truth she felt as if she was losing a child. Her chest 
burned with acid, and her eyes itched with tears. Tears she vehemently refused to shed, for she 
would not impede his progress. If he decided, he would rather not remain in the confines of the 
assembly then she would have to accept such a decision. 


No matter how it pained her. 

“Madame ping?” 

“Yes child?” she asked, her voice cracking. 

“This one wonders if you would play the instrument again?” 


“Of course, my little bird.” She told him and pulled the zither back to her lap once more. 


Chapter End Notes 


QUESTION OF THE CHAPTER! Let me know in the comments: 


What is your favorite Dog breed (i.e golden retriever, shih tzu, ect) or Cat breed (i.e 
russian blue, sphynx, ect)? I'm a pet groomer I live for this kind of stuff. 


Of course, I'll go first: 


For my favorite dog breeds, I love giants, I'm biased towards Saint Bernards and 
Newfoundlands because I own them, but any and all giant breeds are wonderful. I also 
have a love for papillons and bully breeds. 


For my cats, I like the domestic shorthair -typically a tabby coat- but the burmese is a 
beautiful breed as well. 
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Honesty going forward, the new Zelda game is set to release next month and I may or 
may not disappear off the face of the earth for but a moment whilst I play it. 


Expect longer time between updates, but fear not, for I am going to finish this. 


As always: 
Happy Reading. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Take Flight on Golden Wings 


The next morning was tense, the world seemed to be fixed in a moment of suspension. The critters 
that loitered frequently about the fields and took solace in the skies seemed to vanish under the 
crushing weight of pressure that permeated the lands. The village folk gossiped around each other 
and spread rumors like wildfire. 


Not surprising, given the parade of illuminated beings that walked through the heart of the village 
square and up to the meeting hall that sat prominent in the middle of the town. 


Xiao was escorted through down the downtrodden path, followed by the four prominent yaksha, a 
pair of pretentious cranes, a duo of mighty stags, one humanoid Adeptus and of course the Guili’s 
leading Gods. It was quite a sight, and the rumors that strummed through the glaze lily fields were 
skeptical and, in a few cases, joyful. 


Perhaps of course the boy will finally be away from the people and life can continue as it has in the 
past. 


The inside of the room was stagnant, the stench of anger and unease danced a about the occupants. 
Xiao sat in the middle of the table, flanked by Bonanus and Menogias. His eyes were glued to the 
table, and his shoulders seemed to tremble under the weight of their gazes locked on his slight 
frame. 


Guizhong’s gaze sat the heaviest upon his shoulders. Her eyes held a sorrow that was 
indescribable. Never had Xiao seen such sadness, and never was it directed in his direction. 


He was not a creature worth weeping for. 


“Madame Ping informs me you wish to discuss the absolvent of your contract. Should all the 
necessary requirements have been met, then I see no issues in the absolvent. Are there any 
objections going forward?’’Morax said, he sat at the head of the table and his gaze swept across the 
individuals that sat around him. 


None voiced protest, but many of the occupants of the room looked on in sorrow. It was strange 
the mixed reviews the boy brought with him. For many to find his being something happy it felt 


vicious in contrast to those that still gazed before him with thinly veiled disgust. 


“T see. I ask you now Xiao, is it your wish for the absolvent of the contract?” Morax asked, his 
gaze turned to the boys. 


“Yes, my Lord,” He whispered in return, his eyes glued steady to the table face. 
“T ask you, are you aware what the absolvent entails?” 


“This one does not understand?” Xiao said, finally raising his eyes to meet that of the Gods. “Is it... 
not so that, this one is able to... go?” 


Morax face twisted, contorting in a strange set of sadness and awkwardness. He was a God of 
contracts, he was responsible for upholding the rights and rules written in the codes of the 
agreement, and it so it rang true that the ending of contracts always sat a bit sour on his tongue. 


“In the most basic of sense, that is accurate. However, with your leaving comes many... unforeseen 
stipulations.” Morax explained slowly, but he could see that confusion that swam heavy in the 
boy's eyes. 


“Uh, this one...” Xiao started before looking quickly down, head shaking slowly in show of his 
befuddlement. 


“Apologies,” Morax said shaking his head “Perhaps it would be best to explain further. What I 
mean is, with the nullification of the contract, and your release from our custody, comes with the 
loss of our protection. When and if you choose to leave the assembly, you are on your own. Do 
you understand?” 


“This one will be on one’s own,” Xiao parroted back, his voice hard with conviction and 
acceptance. As if being alone was all he ever expected in his life. 


“Yes, that is what it means. You are responsible for the search for your shelter and for your food; 
you are given the freedom to distance yourself from the war or throw yourself to the fray once 
more.” 


“You must also go forth cautiously my dear. You may wish to distance yourself, but other Gods 
may seek to use you as they have in the past.” Ping spoke, her face was set in a rather stern scowl, 
as if warning the boy from leaving all together. 


Xiao shuddered where he sat, hands fisting tightly into the fabrics of his borrowed trousers. His 
jaw twitched where he clenched his teeth forcing his face into a grimace. 


“This one understands.” Xiao whispered. 


“Little bird, if you go through with this, and you seek asylum elsewhere, and offer yourself into the 
service of another armed force, that pits you as our enemy. You understand that, correct?” 
Guizhong whispered, her voice strained with swallowed back tears. 


Xiao licked his lips and nodded once with confirmation. 
“Yes, this one understands.” He said again. 


“Ts that something you are alright with child?” Ping asked, her voice imploring him to search 
within himself, not to spit out answers on reflex. 


“Ts, this one not an enemy already?” Xiao asked. 


“No, you are not. Now, you are a guest of the assembly. As of now we see you an ally, it is when 
you cross the borders of my control is where your placement will begin to shift.”” Morax answered 
him, shifting forward in his seat so that he could rest his elbows against the tabletop, and rest 
against them the weight of his torso. 


“The Lord is very kind to think of one as such, but one knows the looks and the voices of the 
people that whisper of one in contempt,” Xiao said softly. “This one asks only when one is allowed 
freedom beyond borders? This one knows the tribulations of what awaits one, and one wishes for it 
anyway.” 


Morax closed his eyes, taking a deep breath through his nose, and opening his eyes once more on 
the exhale. 


“T have witnessed our convictions. I ask you all now, to voice your thoughts on the matter that lays 
before us, the table is open, I wish you all to speak free.” 


The occupants turned to look at each other, eyes urging one another to speak, no one wanting to be 
the first to speak on such a pressing and sensitive topic. At long last, Sky bracer gave a heavy sigh 
and raised his head high, his eyes swept across the table to finally settle on Morax who sat proudly 
at the head. 


The God nodded in recognition to the mighty beast. 


“Tt is not a surprise that the young adeptus brought with him much turmoil. Both in himself and in 
the hearts of the people.” Xiao twitched softly in his seat. “I, at the beginning at the very least, 
looked to the adeptus with a sense of foreboding. I thought he would bring about ruin in his 
footsteps. However, in the few moons that the boy found sanctuary in the border lands, I have 
grown to find him rather peaceable. I say that not as a good friend to the boy, but as a good 
observer of him.” 


Sky bracer shifted around, his hooves scrapping and clapping against the stone in an echo of 
nervous energy and unease. He shook his head, and Mountain Shaper was forced to shift quickly to 
the side in an effort to avoid the grand crown. The crane gave a disgruntled look, which ultimately 
went ignored as the beast continued his own speech. 


“T will admit, I am a bit uneasy for the boy to ultimately venture outside of the grounds of our 
influence, however I feel it a good opportunity for him as well. He has not known much outside the 
ruling hand of Azlin, and it would be a beneficial factor in his development, I am also confident 
that, should he act in any way that directly endangers us or our people, I am confident that we have 
the means as well as the power to put a stop to it.” Sky bracer was solemn as he spoke, his eyes 
closed, and head bowed down in apology as if the words were hurting him as well. 


“T see, then you are for the absolvent of the contract, am I correct in my understanding good 
friend?” asked Morax. 


“Yes, I am for it.” 
“Anyone else?” 


“This one finds the boy to be a rather peculiar specimen. By all accounts the kindest course of 
action would have been to end his reign at the side of his master and have been done with Azlin's 
outreach all together. When you had mercy to spare him, one thought it was a plague that would 


spread across the plains and rot it away from the inside. However, one likes to think one is open- 
minded enough to see the growth that the boy exhibited, one found that he has certainly developed 
a great sense of restraint given his more undesirable attributes. This one does not think it would be 
problematic for him to venture out on one's own.” Cloud Retainer told them, she sounded 
convinced in her words. “This one is for the absolvent.” 


“That is two for, anyone else want to place their opinions upon my table, speak now.” Morax told 
the group, making a mark on the parchment that lay beside him. 


“This one would like to point out the fact that the boy remains a threat to the mortals. It best to 
consider that once the contract is nullified, he is no longer bound by a set of rules, and he is free to 
once more to resume his dream eating.” Said Moon Carver, “It is important to take that into 
consideration regarding his potential freedoms.” 


“T don’t think he would act so callous; he is a boy bound by an honor code, he did not eat them out 
of selfish desires, and I think it cruel to treat him with such disrespect.” Bonanus said with anger 
coating her tongue. 


Xiao looked uncomfortable as he shifted around, the voices of the adepti seemed to circle endlessly 
around his brain and his skin crawled at the judgments passed against him, as if he is nothing more 
than a place holder in the grand scheme of things. It mattered not that not everything was negative, 
that a few positives wound their way into the narrative. 


To hear someone, speak of you as if your existence doesn’t exist is an uncomfortable experience. 


Guizhong shifted forward slightly, her face displayed discomfort, her mouth opened slightly before 
closing and exhaled sharply from her nose. 


“T hope you forgive me for putting this into the light my little bird,” she said as she gave Xiao a 
pointed look. He said nothing, but his face scrunched in confusion at the direct contact. “I think it 
important to note the addictive quality that dreams present. Xiao was originally a creature used to 
protect his village through the consumption of nightmares. And I mean that in quite a literal sense, 
he needs them as an act of survival. I, I don’t think it would be such a leap to assume he would 
resort back to... such methods.” 


The group looked at each other in trepidation. Their eyes gazing towards each other in question, as 
if searching for answers the world has not yet presented. 


“That is an accurate statement I’m to assume?” Morax said, looking to both Ping and Guizhong. 


“Yes, my Lord. Xiao has told us himself that he consumed villager’s nightmares as an avenue of 
nutrients. It would seem that the rush of dopamine and adrenaline are what provided him with the 
energy needed.” Ping told them, her eyes were sad as she shared this information, as if feeling 
betrayed by her own words. 


“Tt is important to know that it is not the dreams themselves that he requires. It is the hormones his 
body naturally releases in regard to the consumptions.” Guizhong added, her voice weak. 


“Ts that true, Xiao?’ Morax asked, his voice was deep and inviting as he leaned back in his chair, 
his hand waving toward the silent boy in invitation to speak. 


Xiao’s eyes widened, and he swallowed reflexively. He nodded to the God before him, his 
movements mechanical and jerky in response to the nervous energy thrumming just beneath his 
skin. 


“Speak,” Morax said. 


“Yes, this one needs to consume appropriate sustenance to keep one functioning at an appropriate 
parameter. One relies on the emotional rush produced when —when consuming.” 


“T see, and do you have an appropriate means to provide yourself with food without the 
consumption of dreams? I know she spoke of nightmare consumption, but I worry that will lead 
you to spiral.” 


“This one, has an appropriate means,” Xiao replied, his voice sounded mechanical as his eyes 
stared steadfast at his hands clenching and unclenching in his lap. 


“He speaks of the meal Marchosias and I concocted. It seems to be sufficient enough in providing 
the necessary nutrient the little bird requires.” Guizhong spoke up when she noticed the look of 
tension painting the boy's face. 


Morax, still leaning back against his chair, closed his eyes in thought. The situation was a rather 
delicate one, he not only had to think of the boy and what it was he would require, what he would 
desire, but also was he responsible for the lives of the mortals who pledged themselves in his 
honor, as well as the deity beings that stood steadfast at his side. 


There would always be disappointments, of that he knew, but there too must be a solution to 
appease both sides to at least some degree. A difficult balance but one needed to retain a sense of 
harmony. 


He chewed absentmindedly on his inner cheek, a low hum reverberating through his chest. The 
council that sat around him looked to him in reverence and respect, waiting in bated breath for his 
verdict. 


Xiao began to fidget where he sat, hands no longer clenched in his lap, instead they clasped 
together and began to twist and pull at boney fingers and pick at brittle nails. He picked until he 
reached skin and blood blossomed at the nail tips of his fingers. 


“Has no one anything else they wish to say?” Morax finally asked, his voice breaking against the 
silence that stained the room. “Should that be the case, I would present my verdict to you all.” 


“No, my lord,” came the entombing voice of his followers. From the corner of his eye, he saw the 
muscles of Bosacius’ eye twitch before smoothing out once more. The God hummed in thought 
before casting his gaze across the table. 


“Very well,” He stood from his seat so that he may stand tall before his council, so that he may see 
all as he spoke. “In regard to the abolishment of Xiao’s contract, I am in favor. Let it be known 
here and now that the moment the boy steps beyond the border of Guili Assembly he will no 
longer be a guest to us. He has asked for freedom and so it is in our power to grant such a request. 
However, take note that in doing so the boy who shares your table with you now, may one day 
share your battlefield. Should that be the case, know you would be once more looking upon him as 
an enemy.” 


Nervous speech tittered through the air, and Guizhong took on a look of distinct anger and it was 
easy to see the difficulty in which she held her tongue. 


“However, we are not people who reign only with injustice. Should Xiao choose to return to the 
plain he would be granted permission. Should he choose to return after his bout of unbridled 


freedom, he too would be subject to the same contract you all follow now. To protect the Assembly 
in pursuit of prosperity and peace. However, should the council deny the nullification of his 
contract, then Xiao will not be permitted outside the bounds of this territory, is everyone clear?” 


The God and adepti all nodded their consent, each one sneaking peaks at the boy who sat stone still 
before them, his eyes seeming far away, and his shoulders quivering. 


“T ask you now to cast your vote.” Morax spoke clearly, “All in favor of the negation of contract?” 


Of the eleven council members gathered around the table, eight voted in favor: 
Morax, his face impassive. 

Bonanus, Her eyes gentle with both happiness and loss. 

Menogias, a sad smile etched across his cheeks. 

Indarias, her eyes seemed misty with tears. 

Cloud Retainer, her head held high, and her feather’s ruffled ever so slightly. 
Sky Bracer, pride burning in his eyes. 

Ping, her hands shaking with grief. 

And Guizhong, with tears falling. 


“Then by the council it has been decided. Xiao, you have been granted asylum within these borders 
until you are ready to venture forth on your own. After that, you will truly be on your own.” Morax 
told him. “I beg you stick around until you are prepared and can tie up any loose ends you may 
have.” 


The God turned to Bosacius as he spoke those last words, and the yaksha ducked his head in shame 
at the pointed prod. 


“How long will that be?” Xiao asked his voice quiet and unsure. “What are loose ends?” 


Menogias held back a chuckle, Xiao still not strong enough on a literary front to decipher any form 
of metaphorical phrasing. 
“He means for you to gather supplies and to, to say your goodbyes to those you so wish too.” 


“Oh, then, this one can leave today if one so wished it?” Xiao asked, turning his gaze to Menogias 
in question. He looked startled at the question the little bird brought forth, his heart paining at the 
thought of him leaving so quickly. 


Surely, he would feel some remorse for leaving his friends(?) behind as he ventured forth on his 
own? 


“So soon?” Bonanus asked, her gauntlet like hand coming to cover her mouth in effort to stop the 
sadness that threatened to break forth. 


“One has nothing to prepare, no items to one's name and no mora in which to purchase supplies. 
This one knows none other than those who sit before one now. Would it not be efficient to say 
goodbye here?” 


Guizhong choked on a sob. 


“Three days,” she spoke, wiping hastily at her tears. “Your clothing will be finished in three days' 
time; Stay until then. We have worked so hard on it, it would be shameful for you not to wear it, so 
stay just a moment longer. Okay?” 


When the meeting had at last adjourned, Xiao wasted no time in fleeing desperately from the 
scene. The group looked to the black wisps that floated around the space he occupied not a moment 
ago, and a weird sense of sadness grasped at their lungs. 


No matter the panic the boy brought with him, it would still be unusual and a bit disheartening to 
not see him day after day. Though it won’t be a surprise to see the people of the assembly perk up 
once more in jovial celebration, it seems wrong that this was too be the cause of it. 


Perhaps if he had stayed a fair bit longer, the people would have come around. They would have 
seen him as a proud warrior, a gentle soul. 


Perhaps. 
Eventually. 


The rest of the day seemed to pass in a blur, the adepti who attended the meeting had scurried off 
to their respective abodes, and it was only in passing the people of the plains bore witness to their 
illuminated guardians. 


The next day, Xiao made his rounds to the beings he had less contact with. 
First to the cranes, Cloud Retainer and Mountain Shaper. 


He thanked them for the endless devotion they gave to seeing his wings healed. Or, as well as the 
limbs could be after the damage that was dealt to them. He told them goodbye with a deep-seated 
bow, the fringe of his hair doing well to hide the hurt that shined deeply in his gold set iris’s. 


Mountain Shaper took the goodbye with an elegant grace, extending his long neck downward, and 
extending his wings before the boy. 


“Tt was an honor to help restore the beauty to wings such as yours.” He said, tone somber as he 
spoke. 


Xiao fidgeted at the attention, not used to any creature higher than he to honor him with such a 
gesture. Bows are given to those who you respect, or alternatively those of higher authority. Xiao 
is in no such position. 


Only when the crane raised his head fully to regard the boy did Xiao let his posture relax. 


Cloud Retainer took her time in speaking, head raised haughtily to the skyline as if protesting the 
boys' very existence. At long last, Mountain Shaper nudged sharply at her side, bringing her gaze 
down once more. Her eyes seemed to blaze with shifting emotion and the little bird could not help 
but step back, away from the burning gaze. 


“This one does not see why it is so important that one flees the confines of the assembly. This one 
finds offence that one would throw the protection that we have provided away so quickly. One 
used us for the recovery of one's damaged appendage and then one used those appendages to 


disappear. “ 


“You are being much too harsh. All birds must leave the nest, that is what keeps the world in its 
natural state.”” Mountain Shaper scolded after his counterpart. 


“Birds leave the nest when the guardian no longer deems them vulnerable. That one is still nothing 
more than a fledgling. He does not yet know the world in its workings to navigate with efficiency.” 
Retainer spoke back with passion. 


“T believe it unfair to say the boy has no knowledge of the world. It would perhaps be more 
accurate to say that he knows the inner workings of the land far more than You or I.” 


The two birds squabbled back and forth, and Xiao, who felt panic burning hot in his chest, took the 
moment to leave when they were no longer paying him any mind. 


So wrapped in their own ways, the two failed even to notice his lack of presence. 


The second he was off to visit were two very proud stag like adepti. Unlike Cloud Retainer and 
Mountain Shaper, these two were not found together. 


He came across Skybracer first, he laid out in a field of blooming wildflowers, his proud horns 
played host to many finches who took respite in the bone like branches. The adeptus paid the small 
creatures no mind, his eyes closed in contentment. 


When Xiao arrived, the great beast did not turn to look at him, nor did he open his eyes. He 
hummed low in his throat in question to the boy, but nothing more. 


“This one has come to offer one's goodbye, as one was instructed to do so,” Xiao told him. 
“You plan then, to leave this place?” Questioned Sky bracer. 

“Yes, this one will go,” he answered evenly, tone devoid of any form of sorrow or regret. 
“May this one inquire as to why it is you wish to leave?” 


“This one does not belong here, one causes nothing but hardship and anger, so one will leave,” He 
sounded devoid of life as he spoke those harrowing words, as if he came to accept them long ago. 


“Where is it that you belong then?” Sky bracer asked, finally opening his eyes to gaze upon the 
boy. His eyes seemed as if they held the world's wisdom within their depths and Xiao could not 
help but look away. 


The little bird gazed hard at the ground in effort to avoid that knowing gaze, that harmless question 
bouncing off his skull and vibrating in his brain. 


He frowned, for he did not have an answer, and so he fled that knowing gaze, leaving nothing more 
that wisping karma as his reply. 


Moon Carver was found upon the mountain of his abode. He stood tall and grand on the entry way 
to his home as if expecting the visitation that evening. Xiao stumbled when he caught his gaze but 
was quick to fix his footing. 


“You have come to offer your farewells?” Moon carver asked him, his deep tone seeming to 
ricochet off the mountain walls. 


“Yes,” Xiao said quietly back, his own voice seeming to drown in the echo of the wildlife that 
thrived around him. 


“Well then, I offer you a farewell in return. I also offer warning to not cross the assembly that has 
been nothing if not kind in response to your past. Take these words and heed them well.” 


Xiao swallowed back the sickness that burned noxious in his throat. He did not have any plans to 
make an enemy of any kind, or perhaps making anymore enemies would be a more accurate 
statement to make. 


Moon carver did not stay around any longer to hear the boy’s response before he took to the sky, 
leaving Xiao as nothing more than a speck on the land. The little bird stared after him a moment 
longer before he too took his leave, making his way back to the little room that served as his home 
for the past moons. 


The next day felt different than that of yesterday. Xiao felt heavy, as if the world was pressing hot 
fingers into his shoulders and weighing down his aching bones with vengeance. His stomach 
churned in a way that made him feel sick, but not that he would be sick, his skin felt slick and 
clammy, his heartbeat wildly. 


He felt as if death was looming over him. 

He’s felt this before, under the thumb of Azlin he felt this feeling many times. 
Dread, and panic. 

Anxiety and fear. 


Bonanus was the one to stand vigil during the night. The atmosphere was tense, and she refused to 
look at the little bird, let alone speak to him. 


Xiao had never felt so lonely in his life. He supposed that was the downside to having company, 
for when they were gone, that aching void seemed larger and harder to ignore. 


He opened his mouth to speak, intent on offering this gentle girl his goodbye, to thank her for 
showing him kindness, and to thank her for teaching him what it meant to be happy. 


To be alive. 


He was not granted the chance for Bonanus stood quickly from her chair and turning to face him, 
her eyes raged with determination and her lips pressed into a thin line, that seemed to wobble in the 
strain of keeping her emotions in check. Xiao almost shuddered at the whiplash the movement 
gave him, as he had steadily grown accustomed to her lack of interactions during the long and quiet 
night. 


“My siblings and I eat together every morning, and today will prove no different. You’ll join us, 
won’t you?” She spoke quickly, as if trying to outrun her sorrows. 


“Menogias and Indarias will be there?” Xiao asked, wondering to himself if it would be easier to 
offer his goodbye all at once, instead of wandering around as he did the day previous. 


He thought perhaps it would be easier, but it also seemed the much more painful approach. 
Spitefully he wishes he could have just been away with it during the meeting and fled to an 
isolated mountain top to be alone with his anguish. All this waiting did nothing but make his 
heartbeat harder and his bones shake with trepidation. 


“Brother Bosacius will be in attendance as well. It is the first time he will be joining us in quite 
some time.” She explained to him slowly, as if in caution to a cornered beast. 


He supposed he was, in some ways. 
“Oh,” he said in response, hands joining in his lap so that he could twist and pull at his fingers. 


Bonanus was quick to stop the motion, her large claws grabbing at his hands, and dwarfing the 
appendages in comparison. He did not lift his gaze, but he could feel her eyes on him, almost 
tasting the sadness that emanated from her skin. 


“This is what I am most afraid of,” she said quietly, squeezing his hands as she spoke. “I fear you 
will cause yourself harm, and no one will be there to stop it.” 


“This one is sorry,” he told her quietly. 


“T wish not for your apologies; I know you do not mean to do it. I ask only that going forward you 
are more conscious of your own behaviors, alright?” 


“Yes, this one will try.” 


“That is all that I ask of you. Now, will you join us for our meal, little bird? Bosacius wished to 
speak with you, that is why he is joining us, but I promise that should he step out of line it will be 
dealt with. No harm shall befall you, of that I can promise, not whilst you are still a guest here.” 


Those words seemed to twinge in his heart, and he resisted the urge to flinch away from the feeling 
those words gave him. He was only a guest after all, and in time, all guests must leave to their own 
places in the world. 


Oh, but did it hurt. 


In the end, Bonanus did not offer much of a choice in the matter. Her teary-eyed pleading made 
Xiao cave faster than he would care to admit. In the end, he liked the prospect of companionship, 
even though the feeling simultaneously brought about feelings of dread. 


It was such an odd line to tread upon. Balancing precariously between racing heart beats and 
sweaty palms, against enveloping warmth and a feeling of belonging. Such foreign concepts over 
time became slightly less foreign and much more familiar. 


It was startling and thrilling, all wrapped up in one singular moment and he could not help but 
thrive on those small and fleeting chances. 


The two of them walked that familiar path to the dining pavilion and Xiao found that the hushed 
villagers did not beat against his skull like they usually did. Instead, his mind focused solely on the 
calming and steady tone of Bonanus as she regaled him with tales about something or other. 
Honestly Xiao wasn’t quite sure what she was speaking about, something about a Guhua(?) and 
fighting perhaps? The details seemed to blend away in the wind, not that he minded. He felt 
grounded in her company and that was enough for him. 


He rode that good feeling up until they arrived at the table where the yaksha took residence. All at 


once that contentment, that happiness, seemed to fizzle away. 


He locked eyes with the four-armed behemoth, and it took everything in his being to quell his 
quivering nerves. Aside from the faint twitching of too thin fingers, he felt he succeeded admirably. 


Bosacius stood to greet them, his face hard like stone and Xiao took a step back to take shelter 
behind Bonanus’ slight form. She sighed, sounding more than a bit annoyed and Xiao cringed at 
the sound. Fear settling in his stomach, heart aching at the thought of upsetting her. 


“Sit brother, you do nothing but cause him fear,” Her voice, although soft by its very nature turned 
stoney and rigid. 


Bosacius opened his mouth as if to speak before thinking better and closed his mouth with an 
audible click. The yaksha’s eyes wandered over to Menogias who sat still in the seat beside him. 
The geo user had his eyes closed, the very picture of peace, but the aura he admitted was very 
different for the gentle man. Instead of the calming and steady pulses of power, instead of the 
gentle whispers of protection and indestructibility, it was an aura of strength, of power and wisdom 
and Xiao felt as if he should be bowing in his presence. 


“Sit Bosacius. You asked to speak with him, and we have granted you that chance, should he flee 
before you now, another chance you will not see.” 


Bosacius grunted and dropped heavily back to his seat. 


Bonanus, who still stood a sentinel before the little bird sighed and dropped her shoulder from the 
tenseness at which they rose. Indarias laughed uncomfortably from where she was seated across 
from the two men. She gave a small wave to the youngest adepti, and patted at the seat beside her. 


“Heya Xiao, come take a seat next to me, okay?” 


The little bird looked at Bonanus in question, and she smiled in turn, placing a gauntlet on the 
small of his back and pushing him forward with the slightest of nudges. 


“Tt’s alright,” 
Xiao took his seat slowly, eyes fixated on the table. 


“Uh,” Bosacius started, his tone awkward. “So um, there’s something that I’ve been told I need, 
uh, something that I need to say to you, if you would listen.” 
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